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reluctance to deny their role as teacher when conversing and their 
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Note 



All of the names m this book except mine have been changed to protect 
the privacy ot the research participants 

Most of the quoted passages in this manuscript are drawn from 
transcripts of recorded interviews with the five graduate students in 
mv study Although I have not tried to capture ewry nuance of these 
com orsations— every pause, false start, interruption — 1 have tried to 
maintain the flavor of the spoken voices In some cases, passages have 
been edited to delete irrelevant or repetitious material, such places are 
marked bv ellipses Kxcept tor isolated instances where a word is 
italicized for emphasis, italics indicate passages excerpted from writ- 
ten texts 



Preface 



Spring 

| am teaching the "Seminar on Teaching College English" to a class of 
twelve first-year graduate teaching assistants. This year, 1 have deter- 
mined to do it differently, to put more emphasis on the writing they 
do, to let them take control of the class. Nevertheless, I have chosen 
readings, and I have asked the class to respond to them, in writing, in 
class discussions, and once while 1 am out of town, in small groups. At 
hrst I am surprised by their reactions. They resist almost everything— 
even each other. While I am out of town, they become a dysfunctional 
family, competing tor authority in the small groups, going silent, refus- 
ing the tasks I have left for them. When 1 come back, I am disappointed 
and angry-but 1 am also tired. It is sixteen years now that I have been 
teaching, half that time as a temporary instructor, half as a regular 
faculty member. I he year has been an exhausting one for me, fighting 
battles with my colleagues over hiring, interviewing for jobs else- 
where, myself 1 have a year of leave coming up, and I don't feel like 
fighting this TA seminar Somewhere 1 stumble across Jane Tompkins's 
"IVdagogv ot the Distressed" (1W, and it gives me permission to let 
go 1 let go 

It's tunnv what happens when a person like me lets go For one 
thing, not everyone notices Months later, I find myself talking with 
one ot these I As about letting go, and she laughs at my concern. 
"People like us," she says, "don't have to worry about being irrespon- 
sible People like us couldn't be irresponsible if we tried " Maybe she's 
right But at the time, I can't see it Tompkins or no Tompkins, I feel like 
I'm not doing mv job 

At midterm, the TAs turn in drafts of their teaching narratives - ^s- 
savs designed to evoke and reflect on some aspect of their fall teaching 
experience Mike Rose's f.nvs on the Houthiary (1<WW) has been a model 
of sorts, here but gi\en their reaction to Rose (one person excoriated 
his writing style), I don't know what to expect 1 take the droits with 
me to Minneapolis over spring break and begin reading them in the 
ear on the way home At first, 1 am simplv relieved the assignment has 
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"worked" as [ hoped it would The stories they tell are rich with 
remembered experiences— the gut-wrenching fear when you meet that 
first class, the betrayal of trust when a student plagiarizes, the frustra- 
tion at a student who rejects your best efforts to reach him, the anger 
at a peer who openly criticizes your work. And in nearlv all of these 
drafts is an clement of reflection, a sense that the writer has grown 
beyond the narrated experience, that the process of writing itself has 
assisted that growth 

Then, I realize that something else is going on here. Two of the 
narratives are more than good— they are stunning! In one piece, a 
young woman TA takes her class outside to watch freight trains from 
the overpass. Interwoven through her essay— a complex personal 
meditation on freedom, authority, and resistance — are fragments of 
her students' writing, writing so powerful that I can hardly believe it 
comes from eighteen-year-olds. Another narrative takes off in a Joy- 
cean mode — a portrait of the teacher as a young man in love with 
language- -but turns Kafkaesque when the young TA is called in by the 
campus police Apparently, a chance remark he made in class has 
frightened one of his students, a young woman recently raped by an 
unknown attacker The narrative ends with the TA's frustrated at- 
tempts to tell the story to his father, whose well-meaning but nervous 
response sounds familiar I recognize it as my own response when he 
reported the incident to me, his teaching supervisor, last semester 

Intrigued by what I have seen in the narrative essays, I find myself 
looking past unfocused seminar discussions to the other writing these 
T A-s are doing. 1 have mixed responses to the reading journals: It's clear 
that some people just aren't doing the reading. Or they're reading only 
enough to spark a response tor the journal. Still, I have to admit that 1 
share some of their impatience with the academic tenor of some of our 
readings What they have to say of their own teaching experience is 
often just as pertinent, and it speaks to me with an immediacy that I 
don't find in the academic work 

Bv the time we reach the end of the semester, and I am reading their 
informal case studies, I realize something important is going on here 
In tact, I am tempted to say that this rowdy, resistant group of TAs is 
learning more, from reading their own teaching, than my more dutiful 
groups m the past had learned from reading the experts But I can't say 
tor sure What I can say is that I am learning. I am learning to listen 1 
am learning to think about teaching I am learning, finally that what I 
have to offer these new teachers is balanced equally by what they have 
to otter me 
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In luiy, ! begin my year's sabbatical 1 am suddenly free to pursue 
my own research interests. But by now, I know that I won't be going 
far 1 have determined to spend my leave as I spent last semester 
listening to new teachers struggle with what it means to teach writing, 
and reflecting on what I can learn— what we all can learn,- in the 
process 
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Fall 

It is the second week of classes and already Meredith has a story to tell. 
It's one of those VCR horror stories: you've arranged to show a video 
in your composition class, but you can't get the machine to work. "1 
know this story/' I tell her And I do. We all do. First the TV won't come 
on, then the VCR won't come on and the cassette won't go in. Mean- 
while, time's wasting and you're getting more and more flustered. As 
you squat by the machine cart with your back to the students, you hear 
them whispering and mumbling and calling out instructions, and you 
imagine the smirks they're trading at your expense. Finally, ten min- 
utes into the class, you get the thing going and retire to the back of the 
room, where you can hide while thev watch the movie. I know the next 
part ot the storv, too As Meredith tells it, I can almost feel it in my gut 

And 1 Ml this old. reallv nasty feeling that I used to get when I 
first started teaching 1 mean, I don't know how to describe it, it's 
this realU -i sues* it's tear, but it's also, it's fear of making a foo! 
out ot yourself and this sense that they're the enemy and that 
the\ \e turned on \ou somehow And so 1 told myself, "If you 
don t make this feeling go awav when \ou get up, you're gonna 
losv "It reallv scared me 'cau«~e when that used to happen 1 
would get, like angrv it the .lass, I mean 1 would, because 1 was 
so tensed up I would be verv detached and know what I'm 
talking about* so I said, "Well, this e* what I've been afraid o( 
aitu.il! v." \ause everything's been going good in *he meantime 
anil nun he ihat was what 1 was afraid ot N ou know, what if that 
old feeling vomes back' 

Ah ves, that old feeling 1 know it well, even after sixteen years of 
teaching As I listen to Meredith narrate her experience, I'm reminded 
of certain amnetv dreams 1 still have Me, bumbling and incompetent 
at the blackboard, frantically trying to remember what class I'm teach- 
ing Behind me, the snickers, the giggles, the slamming of books and 
scraping of chairs Tense and nervous, I turn to face the students, but 
they 're already out of their seats, out the d ao r. I call out, tell them to 
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take their seats, but they're already gone. They know I have no control 
here 

But wait --whose story is this' Is it Meredith's story, or mine? As I 
listen, a I read y the boundaries are blurred. On the one hand, it is her 
story - and she tells it well It has a beginning, which I've summarized 
above, a middle, where I've left vou hanging, and an end. which I'll 
return to in a moment It also has a theme, and because Meredith is the 
person she is, that theme has great personal significance. / 

On the other hand, it's my story, too, as Meredith suggests when she 
otters it to me. "I have a story for you/' she says Does she know that 
I will recogni/e this story, that it echoes my own experience as a 
teacher? Or does she simply think of it as a gift, something I can use in 
the book I will write from these interviews'* Ami what do i mean when 
I tell her "I know this story"? LXi I know it only because 1 see myself 
in Meredith, or because I have seen so many new teachers go through 
this experience'' For me, the VCR storv serves as a perfect beginning, 
lor it captures a sense of where so many new teachers begin with the 
lears and the doubts, with the first painful efforts to see themselves as 
teachers, to believe what the university implied when it hired them as 
graduate teaching assistants that they are qualified, and competent, 
and resourceful, and smart, and that they know' what they're doing in 
the classroom. 

For some teaching assistants, this role is not so hard to imagine 
Thev are already experienced high school teachers. Or they come, at 
least, with student-teaching or peer-tutoring expedience, and that ex- 
perience, however thin it might be, gives them confidence to believe 
that in tact thevum teach college writing. Manv TAs, however, have no 
such resources to draw on They arrive on our campuses fresh out of 
undergraduate programs in literature or creative writing (or psychol- 
ogv. biology, education, or French), attend a one- or two-week fall 
wo i kshop. and the next week assume sole responsibility for one or l wo 
sections of the universitv's required first- year writing course Is it any 
wonder thev fear the |udgment of students who may see right through 
them* What's ama/ing, when I think about it, is how manv survive it 
how quickly thev learn and how capably they manage. 

lake Meredith, for instance Her story doesn't end where 1 inter- 
rupted it As <;he sits in the back of the darkened room, watching the 
last halt of the movie with her students, she uses this respite to collect 
herself and plan what to do next. One thing she must do, she realizes, 
is to put herself in charge again. With the final credits rolling across the 
screen, and the movie's theme music playing in the background, she 
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gets up and begtas to hand back papers, reestablishing, in an almost 
physical sense, a tooling of authority and control. 

Interestingly, though, this is not the crucial moment for Meredith— 
the crucial moment comes after she's given bick the papers, when she 
returns to the front of the class to lead the discussion. She's chosen this 
movie, The Brwkfa*\ Club, because it's about teenagers struggling to 
find out who thev are and because she thinks her students will see 
themselves in its characters. Now that they've seen the movie, she will 
ask them to write about similar experiences in their own lives, but first 
she asks if they identity with any of the characters they've just seen. 
Here's how she tells it: 

And h> I let .1 couple of people talk, and then I was sitting on rhe 
desk, on top of the desk instead of behind it, and I said, "Well, 1 11 
toll vou what 1 was thinking when I was at the back of the room " 
1 said, '1 was thinking that I really identify with Brian" |a 
character who makes a lamp in his shop class but then can t get it 
to work) So I said, "I know evutlv what he teels like, because 
that s the same wav I felt when I couldn't get this VCR started*' 
|laugh>| And thev started, vou know, I could just feel the whole 
riM>pi loosen then, and so then that just set me off, and ! went on 
talking about how that was something that I had trouble with, 
cause I couldn't tell direction, and I couldn't do the spatial rela- 
tions things on aptitude tests, you know' And I said, il we had 
to show a mo\ie again the same thing would happen to me 
again 1 really sot going then (laughs) I said that if we did it 
again 1 stilt ipukin't plug the thing in because for some reason it 
doesn't register m my brain— which is the truth, it doesn't, and it 
realh does, it frustrates me But, it was like thev— I don't 
know— 1 mean it just diffused the whole thing. And I mean. I got 
everything bavk When 1 felt that kind ot feeling 1 thought. 
Well. I'nwooming backwards, tl || the ground that I've cov- 
ered is totally gone.'' But it just tame back It reminded me ot 
what hell it was m the beginning, 'cause I iva> like that all the time 

As I listen to Meredith tell her story, I feel happy with her She got 
it all back all that ground she had covered. And not accidentally, 
either "It vou don't make this feeling go away," she had told herself 
when it started, "you're gonna lose (all that ground) " So she made it 
go away She used strategies she had learned through experience, first 
to claim tor reclaim) her authority, then to release it. And now here she 
is telling me the story, even laughing at herself a little bit, and going 
on about her business 

In the pages that follow, I'll have more to say about Meredith, and 
I'll introduce you to four ot her colleagues, as well All five are young 
graduate students in their third semester of teaching writing at a 
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medium-size state university. Except for Meredith, who taught briefly 
as a TA in another discipline, they had no teaching experience when 
they began the graduate program last year. All were students vn a 
seminar on "Teaching College English" the previous spring, where 
they wrote the narratives and informal case studies that inspired this 
research project. And all agreed, shortly afterward, to take part in the 
project, meeting with me weekly through the fall semester to talk 
about their teaching, then reading through the transcripts of cur con- 
versations and meeting again in the spring to reflect on the meaning 
of their experience 

Listening to the voices of these TAs. reading their words, you may 
remember, as 1 did, what it's like to begin teaching: to negotiate the 
complex and often conflicting roles of student and teacher, to develop 
some strategies that feel comfortable, some theories that make sense. 
Above all, you may remember how scary the whole experience was, 
and how exhilarating And perhaps you'll remember how important it 
is from time to time to step back and cee yourself as a teacher 
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In the beginning, 1 ask them all the same question "When you think 
about last year, if you close your eyes and look back on the whole year 
of teaching, what images come to mind' What do you see 7 " 

Alex pauses, closes his eyes. "Hmmm . A lot of faces. 1 see all the 
faces of the students " When I press him for specifics, Alex recalls one 
particular student, C.lenn 

A £ii v that sat against the wall, closest to the dour He was always 
the hrst one out And he was just one of those that Hartey [another 
TA| says in aggress«velv apathetic He didn't care, you know. I 
mean, the first time, I sat down and talked to him outside, I said. 
Mow come vou don't talk in class 1 Don't you like to talk 7 " "I 
don't mind talkin " "You don't talk in class and when I call on 
vou. one word responses " "Yeah " You know, that's about as far 
as a went, and he didn't— he was one ot those that vou notice is 
not putting esfort into it and doesn't care to put effort into it, 
doesn't want to be in this room, perhaps doesn't even w.int to he 
in vol lege, and *hat was a real weird experience, when I realized 
that This person does not want to be here. This person would 
rather be off m the park partying with his tnends, and vou won- 
der, whv are vou. why is this person here 7 

Ot all the students Alex taught last year, this is the one he remembers 
most vividlv Whv. I wonder, does Glenn stick in his mind 7 

I ater in the semester, 1 get a clue it's the fifth week of classes and 
Alex mentions something a student has said in class 

It was interesting todav as one of the girls said, 'Well I finally 
figured out that I actually have to work here, while I'm in sthool. 
I ,u tuallv have to work " I said, "You re ahead ot the game, it took 
me a year and a halt to figure that out" [laughs] And it did. 1 was 
UM kinda drifting. 1 was |us| thrrr lor a year and a half -which I 
think was a gv>od experience because then I figured out why. and 
what 1 wanted-- [laughs] 

When I ask it his experience gives him an advantage with his studenK 
enables him to empathi/e with them, Alex says he thinks that's possi- 
ble His memories, he savs, are still fresh enough that he can relate to 
what the students are going through 
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I can remember the exact day. I was sitting down in the (campus 
pub]. I was hav ing a beer. I'm like, "Well, what the hell am I doing 
here*" I was looking at mv architecture bix>k that 1 was suppled 
to be reading and wasn't, and thinking, 'What do ! want to do* 
What am I here for' I don t realt> w*ut to be an architect What do 
I \\ant to do"* " And then I decided. "Well, if I'm here to he ?n 
school to learn .something, I'd better do that instead ol all the 
partying, all the going out and that stuff '* That was— I can still 
remember that 

As he thinks about his own experience. Alex goes on to philosophize 
ab Mjt his students 

But I think everybody has to come to that conclusion on their own 
\ou can t sit em down and say in class. "Now you better figure 
out that this class, composition, is gonna matter " So 1 just try 
to help along the ones who ha\ e figured (out] what the\ want. 
n>;ht now I think that s what we have to concentrate on, those few 
students mavbe that have figured out that. "Vs. I want to be here. 
\t>>. I want to learn " \ot to ignore the other ones but to recognize 
that if thev don't ta e to writing, then OK. they're not taking to 
their physics class, their chemistry class, and their business class, 
either 

Something in what Alex says here reminds me or our earlier conver- 
sation Is this why ho remembers (^lenn, I wonder'' Is Glenn some 
manifestation of his former selt^ I hen I recall an incident from m\ own 
teaching career It was ten years ago, at another university and 1 was 
having trouble with a student in one of my classes As I told a col- 
league about the situation. I found 1 couldn't explain "it \ery well 
Somehow, an ugl\ tension had grow n up between this student and me. 
and it was spreading to the rest of the class "Do vou see any of 
yourself in this student" mv colleague asked I must have hesitated. 
' I ask because I've noticed that m myself,'' she went on. "The students 
who give me the most trouble are oiten the students who are like me 
in some way " Yes, I thought That makes sense This student dors 
remind me of myself as a student She has all my worst traits' 

In m\ case, the identification ol student and teacher was a source of 
tension For Alex, though, at least on the surface, it s different. For him, 
seeing himself in his students is a wav of empat'u/ing- but at the 
same time distancing himself from his students Because he has shared 
their backgrounds, their uncertainty about who thev are and where 
they're headed, he doesn't take it personally when the students cut 
<. lass, tall asleep, do less than stellar work Or at least he doesn't seem 
to One could argue, I suppose, that the mere fact that Alex remembers 
C ilenn. out of all the students he had last year, is evidence that he hasn't 
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"chalked it up" as easily as he says he has It he had truly not been 
bothered bv Glenn's "aggressively apathetic" attitude, if he had truly 
been concentrating on those students who had figured out why they 
were in school, wouldn't he ha\ e remembered their faces more vividlv 
than ( ilenn V 

Reviewing the tapes of our conversations now, 1 find myself specu- 
lating about answers to this question— and to similar questions that 
o>me up in other interviews, as well as in my reflections on my own 
teaching Why do we remember particular faces 7 Why do certain stu- 
dents manage to get our goat 7 What accounts for the intense interest 
we develop in some ot our students 7 Why do some teachers get more 
involved with their students than others 7 Sometimes, the TAs them- 
selves speculate about such questions, calling my attention to patterns 
in the hnelv threaded webs that connect them to their students. Some- 
times though, it is I, not they, who see patterns, sense connections, just 
the way my 'former colleague, hearing me complain about that trou- 
blesome student, sensed a connection between the student and me 

When i hnd rnvselt in this situation, speculating about other peo- 
ple's meanings, writing about other people's lives, I feel uncomfort- 
able about rav researcher role. Who am 1 to sav what is going on in 
these teacher/ student relationships 7 Who am 1 to read into those 
relationships complex, unacknowledged emotions and motives 7 One 
answer, I suppose, lies in the language I've. just used. 1 am a reader 
And like anv reader -~ot fiction, ot the world— I bring to my reading 
nu own set of complex, sometimes unacknowledged, intentions and 
expectations As reader. I am more than just researcher. 1 am teacher, 
woman, daughter, sister, lover, friend, colleague -all my various 
selves What I see m the 1 As is always, inevitably, some reflection of 
mv own experience So 1 plunge ahead, reading the TAs, reading their 
students, reading lalwavs) mvself 



Defining Terms 

In common parlance, when we "take teaching personally," it may 
mean something positive - that we have integrated who we are as 
teachers with who we are as human beings Or it nv*y mean something 
more negative that we haven't learned to draw boundaries between 
the various roles we play Of course the notion that there even arc such 
boundaries - that we can or should separate the professional and per- 
sonal domains is in itseit highly problematic But most of us would 
probablv agree that the student/teacher relationship depends to some 
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extent upon our being able to negotiate some kind of balance between 
the persona! and the professional in our own lives, and upon our 
ability to recognize and respect the boundaries our students construct 
between their academic and personal lives In this chapter, I can't 
begin to account tor all the ways new teachers "take teaching person- 
ally," but I will consider how the personal infuses these TAs' dealings 
with their students, and thus how it influences what and how they 
teach 

Peer or Professor? 

Negotiating a balance between the personal and the professional in 
our lives is always difficult, but it can be especially tricky tor new 
teachers who are not yet used to their teacher roles, and who often are 
close to their students in age and in persona! background. For gradu- 
ate teaching assistants, the situation is intensified by the fact that they 
are still students, and thus share with their own students a similar 
status and common experiences 

As it happens, all five TAs in. my study are in their twenties. Though 
many TAs in our program are older and have teaching experience of 
one kind or another, in this group only Meredith has taught before, 
and only briefly, ai> a graduate student in another discipline. What this 
means is that all five TAs are very much new to their roles as writing 
teachers and still uncertain about how to define their relationships 
with their students. In one conversation, Peter recalls a moment in his 
first year of teaching which captures the complexity of the TA's posi- 
tion 

(! in) sitting in a nxim with an English lX»partmeni meeting going 
on. vou know, with these professionals And . it's like I'm nghi 
mi the door, vou know In the hallway are the kids, the students 
running past, and the other part is rne trvtng to listen to this 
meeting, you know, and I'm doing both things at once . and 1 
can't help but think that that has tube pretty hard. 

Peter's language reveals the dilemma he finds himself in At 28, a new 
IA, he is neither "kid" nor "professional," neither fish nor fowl, and 
he's bewildered about how to behave in this strange world of graduate 
school. 

For Mike, 27, the issue is how his students perceive him This 
semester, he's particularly aware of their perceptions because he has 
volunteered to teach a 200-level "Business and Technical Writing" 
class, and his students tend to be older: 



1 get this impression that they're re.il conscious of the fact that 
I'm— I sort of teel that they think I'm too young to be teaching this 
course or probably too voung to really know what I'm doing as a 
teacher, which in a sense is true, but— which rs true Not too young 
to do it. 1 can do it, hot there are some weak spots and I do run 
into problems, and so they perceive, 1 feel that thev perceive this 
as a weakness 

Later in the semester he's a little embarrassed when the class finds out 
it's his birthday and wants to know his age: 

My age came up in class today, because Cretchen [the department 
se<> retary] came in with a donut with a candle in it, and everybody 
had to know how old 1 was, so that felt strange I really didn't 
want them to know, in a way 1 said, "Well, how old do you 
think 1 am 1 " and they all [trwd to guess] 1 said, "Nobody's 
guessed it yet " Thirty and 29 and 28. Finally somebody said 27. 
Swbodv said 22 (laughs] I forget who that was 

Meredith, 28, savs she used to share Mike's concerns- 

I used to be afraid of that so much I never was sure how to deal 
with that. | with] being so close to them in age in some ways, of 
sharing so much of their culture And yet, Pm supposed to be the 
person in control, or the authority figure, so how do 1— I mean, 
cause I share so much with them, how do 1 become an authority 
figure' 

Now, though, with a little experience, Meredith says she's more "com- 
fortable" with the situation. Often, tn fact, she sees the relative close- 
ness in age as a positive factor: 

Sunehow that becomes a way that 1 deal with the class, by talking 
about— I mean, I'm aware that there's this age, there's this ten- 
\ear [age difference], but. we share the same culture in some 
was s (and) I bring that out into the open. 

As Meredith's experience suggests, it often takes time for young 
] As to adapt to their new roles and establish comfortable relationships 
with students For most, the crucial issue is authority— or more pre- 
ciselv, their sense of their own authority In this respect, Peter and Mike 
are tvpical of manv new teachers— as was Meredith in the beginning 
I he\ don't yet fir/ the authority they've been given, so they try to act 
it out in wavs that teel false even to them In the process, what they 
lose is the chance to relate easily with students, the chance to use their 
youth and shared culture to advantage in their teaching. 

Not all IAs, of course, struggle equally with these problems. Alex, 
lor instance, seems to regard age as a non issue He never brings it up 
in conversations with me, nor does he give the impression of feeling, 
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at 27, uncomfortably close in age to his students. At one point, when 
his students invite him to a drinking party, Alex gracefully declines, 
joking that one thing he doesn't need is to get arrested for contributing 
to the delinquency of a minor For the most part, he manages to 
maintain this friendly but distanced relationship with his students, 
often calling upon his own student experience, still fresh tn his mind, 
to help him understand their point of view. 

Why is Alex apparently able to deal with this situation that his peers 
find st> vexing* Frankly, I can't explain— though the "apparently'' I've 
inserted tn that sentence hints at one possible perspective. Perhaps 
Alex tfor> feel the same tensions that Peter, Mike, and Meredith feel, 
but he simply doesn't talk about them openly. This would be in keep- 
ing with what I know of Alex— or rather, with what ! don't know. Of 
the rive FAs I talked with, Alex is clearly the most private, the least 
likely to share confidences about his teaching or his personal life 
When I speculate that he may feel tensions that he doesn't acknow- 
ledge, it's quite possible that I'm only projecting onto him the tensions 
I myself would teel. On the other hand, I'm aware that Alex has been 
bothered by stomach problems this semester, and though he later tells 
me he thinks they were caused by financial worries, I can't help won- 
dering it his teaching contributes to his stress If so, what does that say 
about his "apparently" easy-going manner 7 

With Keith, who shares some of Alex's self-assurance, i am much 
less likely to speculate about hidden tei ,^ons. For one thing, Keith 
himself admits to such tensions from time to time. He may not worry 
about student /teacher relationships as much as some of his colleagues 
do, but he clearlv sees in them the potential for a certain awkwardness 
I his semester Keith, like Mike, is teaching the "Business and Technical 
Writing'' class, and he knows he will be dealing with a different cohort 
ot students than in first-year composition— but he could hardly have 
anticipated the awkward situation that arises when he discovers that 
one of his students, a senior English major, has just enrolled late in a 
graduate class Keith himself is taking. 

When Keith tells me about this situation, I imagine how intensely 
uncomfortable Mike, or Meredith, or even I might (eel in it. Amazingly, 
though, Keith seems relatively nonplussed. Although he was a little 
nervous when he first noticed that one of his students was an English 
major, his only reaction to finding the same student in his graduate 
literature class is to feel more pressure to perform as a student in that 
class As he puts it 
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Well my first reaction to him v\ as interesting, I think, when I found 
out that he was an Fnghsh major, because I thought, "Oh-oh, 
here's somebody who might keep me honest, you know" (laugh- 
ing) [But] he told me later he was more of an English major bv 
default, because he had been here long enough to get a degree. 
<tnd it just turned out that he happened to have enough credits in 
Fnghsh to do it (laughing). So i dunno, I relaxed a little bit in how 
i viewed him as a student, but then I see him tn the same class I'm 
taking, for some reason suddenly I felt I had to perform better in 
the class 

When Keith talks to this student a little later, he realizes the student is 
more uncomfortable than he is After that, he never mentions the 
situation again. 

Although I'm surprised and impressed by Keith's equanimity in 
this potentially awkward situation, in retrospect, 1 can see how his 
experience has prepared him tor !t. First, as an athlete and weight 
trainer, Keith is used to being perceived as a role model and authority 
figure among younger peers Second, though he is only 26, he has 
served as house advisor for two student groups— his undergraduate 
fraternity brothers last year, and a group of international high school 
exchange students this year— and in both these situations he has 
learned to draw boundaries, to negotiate a comfortable distance be- 
tween himself and those he lives with. Now, in the classroom, Keith is 
drawing on all this experience to both establish his own authority and 
construct positive relationships with his students. Negotiations that 
are difficult for some of his peers come to him more easily as a result 
of his past experience 

The Gendered Teacher 

Another aspect of Keith's experience that prepares him to draw clear 
boundaries is the fact of his sexual orientation As a gav male in a 
homophobic society, Keith has learned to keep his personal life pri- 
vate lust recently, though, he's come out more publicly, and m one of 
our earliest interviews he talks with me about that experience. My 
notes there was no recorder present- summan/e the conversation 
this way 

IKetthl tell* me about sifliHtf at the table of the Gay and Issbian 
students A^xuUion at the Activities lair— how faud tluit ioa<. how 
<Hiin/ Already, he sdi/s, one student fan dropped Jits rtoss because of that 
A friend I Vie student) <ii\d it was h\ause he didn't ivant to take aila^s 
with a friend, but Keith Hiys *>omethm$ ithe fellowl had said earlier. 
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month* ago. made him realize it u\is really because Keith is gay. He talks 
atvut the look* he gets, sitting at the table, how fraternity brothers come 
by. ami one mil stop and talk while the other skitters axiity as quickly as 
possible 

I ask if this is the first time he's \ome out" in this community and 
he says yes, and he s scared to death Couldn't sleep the night before 
Couldn't eat breakfast Deb and Meredith came by to talk, he says lie 
had a»ked them to. afraid no one else would. And they were angry at the 
Lvks and comments he wa> getting from other students I ask if other* 
stopped at the table So- only a f tic faculty he already hiero People tell 
u\ it s important, he *;y> Iren if no one stops, it helps others to see us 
there And he believe* ihit You get all negatixv comments at first, he's 
been told, and the po<iln*e comes fater It 's not my problem, he say* It > 
theirs Vial's true, I siw. and you know it's true, but it must l*e terribly 
hard a?iyu\iy. bet au>e you r feelings may be different I \e nods agreement 

Actually, this early conversation is one of the few in which Keith * 
refers directly to any aspect of his personal life. Aside from one inter- 
view late in the semester, when he evokes his experience as a gay male 
to explain how he handles issues of cultural diversity in his teaching, 
the only other time he refers directly to this aspect of his personal life 
ts when I bring it up, asking him if he'll be involved in Coming Out 
Week activities For the most part, he won't, he says, because he's so 
busy this semester But he did agree to be a guest speaker in a fellow 
I A's class 

She was worried about them attacking me, and 1 told her that I've 
heard every name in the bix>k and it's better because:- What 
would be worse (is) tf thev all just sit there like this | folding arms 
and leaning back) and not say a word It they don't like it and thev 
want to complain, great, we have a discussion going 

As we go on to talk about the subject, though, Keith admits he is not 
always so confident He was especially nervous, he says, about coming 
out to his fraternity brothers —the students for whom he served as 
hojse advisor last year. And though the subject has not come up with 
his "Business and Technical Writing" students, 

I'm sure somedav that will, in one way or another, become an 
isMie with mv teaching, too That's probably inevitable. Somebody 
will deude thev don't want to have "some fucking fag" teaching 
the class I laughs) But I doubt they would, anyone would ever 
say that to my face . The people m the fraternity who I know 
are the most upset— at worst thev give me a cold shoulder and 
hurry along their way I try not to think too much about it, 
cause some things about it really do bother me, get me upset 

Although 1 never sense, in the course of our regular interviews, that 
Keith's sexual orientation affects his relationships with students, Keith 
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himself, 1 reali/e later, may well feel otherwise. One thing he confides, 
after the interviews have ended, is the fear he sometimes feels walking 
alone at night on campus. Working late in his TA office, a basement 
mom with large windows at ground level, he will draw the curtains, 
aware that tor certain students — those fraternity brothers who would 
never say anything to his face, for instance— the opportunity to accost 
him as he leaves the building alone might prove too great a temptation 
to resist 



Like Keith. Meredith is well aware of the need to draw clear bounda- 
ries between herself and her students In the past she says, she has had 
a tendency to obscure such boundaries, to become "enmeshed" in her 
students' iives. But gradually she is learning to keep a liHie distance. 

One place Meredith feels that need for distance is in the physical 
lavoui ot the classroom Before classes started this semester, she had 
gone to check out her classrooms, to claim the space in advance, as it 
were, and see how it might affect her teaching. Last year, she had 
disliked the setup one room, seeing it as one source of problems she 
experienced m the "power structure" of the class* This year, she was 
dismayed to see shr.» was given another similar room: 

When I walked in. J thought, "Oh. no. another table'" And then 1 
decides* how N> make the best of it But I figured out, I think I 
figured out what u \> When I had this table in 102, 1 didn't have 
am spu e that was an own. because th*»y were just everywhere, 
and thev were on both Mdes of me, tike right next to me . And 
there was no wax to ».t>e the Kv*rd because no matter — there were 
boards everywhere but no matter which hoard you used, some- 
body would have to rum their neck around. . And 1 didn't have 
my own space s<> I thought that That was the classroom that J felt 
more uneasy about because )l seemed like thev were, thai I lost «* 
little bit more of the control than I meant to. [laughs } 1 mean it sort 
ot eased into this real familiar thing, vvhuh was OK, it wasn't 
terrible, hut it was a real uneasy tec ling all the wav thresh So 
when I looked at this room I thought, "Ok, what I'm f'onna Jo 
is 1 counted the chairs, to see if all the chairs could fit around 
thnn: sides of the table so that the whole front part of the table 
would be mv territory and then 1 could use the hoard, so i d have 
the w hole board and that one table that would be my space And 
that way it might be kind of a happy medium 
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In some ways, Meredith's awareness of distance as a literal, physical 
issue, is shared by the other TAs. Keith, for instance, mentions an 
instance in which he held his ground on an issue involving an impos- 
ing, but not necessarily hostile, basketball plaver: 

1 had students come in on Monday in mv 10 00 class who heard 
that there was an assignment on Friday, but one guy, he's really 
tall. 1 don't know if he tnes to intimidate people, but walks up, 
gets vtrv close and Ux>ks down, and he said. "Can 1 get that memo 
assignment " 1 just said, "No" [laughs] "Well, why not?" "It's a 
minor assignment— you ean't make those up" — and left. And \ 
glanced back and he was still standing there looking at me That 
telt good \ause I— I don't know why but last year I had the 
tendency to cave in too many time^ and want to be everybody's 
tnend and keep them all happy 

lo compare this instance of perceived physical intimidation with an- 
other narrated by Meredith, however, is to see the gendered nature of 
student /teacher relationships. In this instance, which also occurs at 
the end of class, a male student comes up to challenge Meredith about 
an F she has given him 

I can't remember what he said as much as how 1 telt, because he 
was, his body was. just his body the way — you know what I'm 
talking about' It just felt like this male presence It felt like that's 
what he was doing because he was interrupting me. and at one 
point he said something like. "Let's get this straight, now." And I 
thought buk on it, and I thought, if I had had — you know how 
you always think of what you want to say after— if I had had the 
presence of mind when he said that I would have said, "No — I'm 
the one who says. U*t's get this ytraight ' You're forgetting who's 
the teacher"' - but it just went past me There were two other 
people in the room. tin), while thus was going on— one woman and 
a gu\ - and that helped me that they were there, because I knew 
that they knew that this guy had really blown it, you know, 
and that I had to stand up to him, and that if I didn't stand up to 
him then that was gonna destroy my credibility in front of them, 
too 

After she leaves the class, Meredith finds herself dwelling on this 
incident all that evening But the next morning she gets up and writes 
out what she's feeling in a "letter 4 ' to the student 

This is the kind of thing that used to happen, it would take me a 
couple of days to recover from And it affected me that night, but 
by the next morning I |ust wrote on there, "I gave you an 1- 
because \ou are a tuck-up (laughs), and a fuck-up has to face 
lustue " And I called rum everything in the book and then I 
realized that it was— so much of it was about being (physically 
threatened) I mean, that's what it felt like to me. you know "I et's 
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get this straight " It's like [he's] in control and (he'-.] gonna say- 
He finally had to admit th*' 1 had power but it was— The gall o! 
the guy to come up and even challenge it m the first place was 
what I mean, how could he not thmk that he deserved an F 7 

In these instances, both Keith and Meredith hold their ground with 
their students, claiming the classroom as their own professional space. 
But when I compare these situations in my mind, the contrasting 
images I see are telling ones In one scene, an athletic male TA con- 
gratulates himself for not "caving in," as the student who challenged 
him quietly leaves the classroom. In the other, a soft-spoken female TA 
sits alone at her computer, furiously typing into it all the pent-up anger 
and powerlessness she still reels. There arc, of course, dramatic ironies 
here. One irony is that this same male TA, late at night in his office, 
shares Meredith's vulnerability The other is that Meredith, as she 
holds her ground, is learning to claim her own strength. 



Or course power struggles between students and teachers are not 
always fraught with gender implications. But I could not help noticing, 
as the TAs told me their stories, how often gender seemed to play a 
role of some kind In some cases, as in Meredith's story, gender factors 
can create or exacerbate tension in obvious ways In others, the gender 
implications may be less obvious, and they may be mixed with other 
personal issues 

For Alex, the gender issue never comes up explicitly Even early in 
the semester, when a woman in his class twice makes remarks that 
seem designed to provoke male attention, Alex chooses to downplay 
their sexual implications, writing oft the incidents as mere awkward 
moments to be gotten past as quickly as possible AHer the first ot 
those incidents, in which the young woman responds unexpectedly to 
Alex's suggestion that the students introduce themselves by telling 
"their most embarrassing moment," Alex draws the following conclu- 
sion 

That s one ot the dangers of asking for an embarrassing moment 
Some might actually come out and say M>methin>; that trulv, you 
know, should hive rn^n kept to themselves 

The rhetorical move Alex makes here—that move of stepping back to 
generalize about a topic he's been discussing -is one that I've noticed 
him making before Often, his generalizations sound like "advice to 
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new teachers"— as in this passage, where he talks about Glenn, his 
recalcitrant former student: 

It's that whole idea — don't get personally involved You get *n- 
v« >lved # you're a part of these people's lives for three houe, a 
week, and e\en more when they're doing their homework, but 
you can't help but feel some sort of failure because this person 
isn't doing well. Anyone — to be honest with you, anyone who 
doesn't reel t hat, i don't think can be a good teacher. If you cannot 
be somewhat involved with your students, and concerned with 
vour students, and concerned about your success or unsuccess 
with the student, you can't really be there for them. 

For the most part, Alex is able to take his own advice, balancing a 
genuine concern for his students with a wise and appropriate distance 
But 1 think of one situation in which his balance is a little shaky It is 
near the end of the semester, and Alex i» talking about a student he's 
worried about 

There's this one gu\ that was having problems, and he |ust kinda 
like disappeared in I he beginning of November and hasn't 
dropped, and he's handed in on I \ one paper, and I have no choice 
but to give him an K and I feel really horrible about that, but it's 
like. "Why didn't you at least call me and let me know what's 
going on so that I can at least do something for you 7 " { laughs] \ 
never understand that I said, I impressed that upon them, or 
thought 1 did. to say. "If you're gonna be absent, call me If you 
don't want to feel like talking to me. call the Hnghsh office to leave 
a note in my box At least I'll know what's going on " 

When I ask if the student might have dropped out of school. Alex says 
he hasn't Alex has seen him on campus, as have some of the other 
students 

Oh. and he needed help (in his writing, tix>, and 1 wanted him to 
uime down to mv office, but he never made it What can you do 7 
!h*»se are one of those. Oh well, chalk it up (laughs) Try to 

Oh. well, chalk it up I his is a phrase I've heard before from Alex It's 
one of the things about his attitude I find myself calling "healthy"-- m 
contrast to some of the guilt and frustration I hear some of the other 
I As wrestling with, in contrast to some of the same destructive emo- 
tions 1 often feel within me When 1 ask Alex how he attains such a 
perspective on his students, he says, "'Cause it's out of my control." 
And it is, of course It's always out of our control. As I listen to Alex, I 
sometimes get the feeling that we're in some kind of twelve-step 
program for teachers Me recites the litany, and I listen enviously, 
wishing I were as far into recovery as he seems to be But at the same 
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time, something in me once again doesn't quite trust what Alex is 
saying Something in me wants to get inside hts head and see if he's 
really following the program he says he is 

Why. 1 wonder, do 1 have such a hard tune taking Alex at his word? 
Is it really so surprising that a young teacher could achieve, without 
apparent effort, that rare balance of care and distance that all good 
teachers aim for? Well, yes, I guess 1 do find it surprising For new 
teachers, it seems to me, are particularly vulnerable to the emotional 
claims made by their students. So close to those students in age, so full 
of ideals, so unsure of their own authority, so beset by the stressful 
demands of a new job, a hectic schedule, an unsettled personal life— 
these young TAs all seem far more vulnerable than experienced teach- 
ers like me So if I still have trouble negotiating the emotional aspects 
of teaching, surely they do as well. Surely 

Still I'm willing to concede that some handle il better than others 
"I suppose it's just a function of personality," I sav to Alex. It's a 
throwaway line, but he picks it up 

It loutd be I trv to make everv effort to help the students But with 
him not showing up at all. he * a n't-- Ve, I teel more sympathy 
tor him than I do that girl that's mi>sed ten classes 

Hmmm At this point, my ears perk up again This student who has 
missed over ten classes is one Alex has mentioned earlier. In a confer- 
ence, he had warned her that her grade was in danger. Being sick was 
one thing, but "skipping out. that's different " Now, because the stu- 
dent Las missed so many classes, he's considering giving her a l> 

she's the onlv one in n\v two classes that I have that crisis with in 
a \n .u 1 want to give her a P in the class to maybe slap her in the 
r.ue and •-av, "lies, wake up honev " Hut I also don't want to be 
punihxe. I want to sav. "Well, vour writing is average, here's \our 
( I haven t decided what I'm gonna do That's one of those 
\KK(»H don't know 

As he goes on. he contrasts this student with the one who "disap- 
peared " 1 his woman, he says, gets no sympathy 

cause she had the chance and she had the choice, and it was in 
her vontrol she could come to class She could sav. "No. I'm not 
>;onna %o home earlv this weekend; I'm gonna sta\ and go to class 
brulav " Instead, she said. "I'm gonna blow off class and go 
home " 

When I a^k it he's sure this is what she did, Alex says, 

Van, I know, 1 know I don't want to go stereotyping people but 
she's a somntv girl and she's rich One of the ones with the deep 
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tan in the middle of w inter and "Oh honey, hi/' kiss-kiss type — 
oof -and I know she goes home because she hves in— [At this 
point Alex interrupts himself, realizes he's confusing this girl with 
her friend, then g(*s on \ She wanted to do a paper, she did a 
paper comparing her summer cabin to her winter home, and how 
the summer cabin is so much better [here he imitates her voice]-- 
and I just know she — cause most of the time she misses it's either 
on a Friday, because she left early, or a Monday, because she stayed 
longer She's always there on Wednesday, never misses Wednes- 
day, and I just know it, so. . . 

What's the difference between these two students Alex mentions — the 
one who cut so manv classes and the one who disappeared? Both 
needed to work on their writing. Both apparently had other agendas 
ot thctr own. And yet one of the students Alex feels "horrible" about 
grading, while the other he's tempted to "punish" with a D Is gender 
a factor in these different reactions 7 Has this female student pushed 
some buttoas for Alex that the male student managed to avoid? Or is 
her wealth more significant than her gender? When I wonder about 
this, in an early draft ot this manuscript, bo*!i Alex and Mike offer 
comn tents in the margin First Alex 

/ i^ifcss whit ruffle* my skirt t* {the factor} of et onomu s The one luis the 
ability to takeitassrs irith little financial difficulty while the other u orks 
And to lure si hool paid for and to squander it trks me It could be 
lealousy and prol\ibly is, but that s fust one of thw emotional spues. I 
gue^s 

Mike, a friend of Alex's sjnee undergraduate school, has more to add 

/ think people like Alex atui my v If feel more sympathy 'empathy for the 
one* who ^tve up I nu^ht be t^npted to see the male a> an a^ptxt of 
my -eft lost and having ^tren up on s { hwl Alex rmy see it as when he 
in ked direi turn loo there are feeling* you get afoul a student's b s S/ir 
was there to gtre htm the b s The other $uy n/*»f disappeared Maybe if 
he d hem then- making exi use* Alex uvuld have no sympathy for him 
either 

I op king back, it'* easy to imagine that all of these factors were present 
in the situation Alex describes At the time, though, he doesn't seem to 
be aware ot them And in some ways, I find I'm reassured bv this Alex 
is, after all, not so different from me his teaching can bo affected bv 
personal isajes like these On the other hand, Alex's tendency, at the 
time of our interview, to downplay the personal dimension of his 
relationships with his students makes me realize how strong the pres- 
sure is tor all of us to suppress or deny that personal element 
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One reason ! originally suspect gender might be a factor in Alex's 
response to the frequently absent sorority girl is the fact that I hear 
similar responses from other male TAs I have talked to For instance, 
one situation Peter describes involves another young woman from a 
wealthy suburb 111 call Blue Hills When he first mentions Mimi, at the 
beginning of the semester, it is in answer to my question about 
whether he has vet noticed any students in particular There is one, he 
says, who is "a lot different from the rest"— an animated, talkative 
young woman who comes to mind because 

she's so ternblv different, you know, as far as an outlook in class, 
and she's a lot more challenging, I think I think that she will say 
what's on her mind if something corner to her mind that she wants 
to talk about Some of the people in the class, I think, tend to he a 
lot more reserved, and I guess that dcx?s not surpnse me necessar- 
ily I'm that way in school, too, you know, when I'm in a class— at 
least before, 1 would be verv shy, and not say much at all. 

As I listen to lVter talk about Mimt, I think 1 sense some tension in his 
voice, tension that he is not at this point ready to acknowledge. Later, 
more of this tension will emerge as Peter compares students like this 
one, who come from wealthy backgrounds, to the typical student at 
our un*v»»r*ity 

toil know, sure, a lot of them are from Blue Hills, and they know 
they're from Blue Hilts and they walk like they're from Blue Hills, 
the\ talk like they're fn>m that town, you know, they dnve cars 
that sa\ they're from that town, thev dre^s like they're from that 
town, and then >ou've got little Jane Smith, little jane Olson or 
whatever, from the middle of North Dakota, who comes in and 
starts talking (in her journal 1 about "I can see why people commit 
suicide |ust at this university for example, people are treated like 
numbers Hurry up and watt, hurry up and wait. What's your 
student number, what's your student number, I don't care about 
unit name " 

When Muni misses class one week, it's clear that Peter is irritated by 
her excuses 

Mimi walled, and she said, ">eah 1 was sick for like three''-- she 
missed three class penods running, in a row, and she said. "Yeah, 
I was really sick" (imitates her cough] and I'm just, I felt like 
sating. "Please, don't even trv the theatncs," YauM? I had seen her 
walking on tatnpu*. while I was driving, and I know that's kind 
of v heating in a way, but 1 did see her, I can t deny it, and it kinda 
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bugs me when they think that they're pulling something over my 
eyes, pulling the ww\ over my ey°s. 

Later, without mentioning Mimi by name, Peter comments 

I don't ear? if they're sick. If they're sick, they're sick, I get sick too, 
just like everyone else, but I don't like it when they miss three 
classes running and don't bother to call, then it bugs me, and I feel 
like then I'm going on this nde and I'm the choo-choo. 

By Week 13, Peter's irritation at Mimi and her friend Jen, who are 
often whispering in class, has escalated. When he finds a piece of 
scratch paper they have been passing notes on, he's so angry he un- 
loads on the department chair, whom he happeas to run into after 

class 

And then there was a lot of talking going on with Mimi and Jen in 
that part ot the room and it was kind of aggravating but I didn't 
call 'em on it, but after the class and I picked this up, I was so 
irritated that 1 had to talk to somebody, so I proceeded to bend 
Marcia's ear tor the next hour and twenty minutes. . . We talked 
about emotional development of students, and what seemed, the 
attention span that they seem to have is so short, and the concept 
ot entertaining versus teaching, and things like that. . . It was a 
good conversation 1 was ready to go to the computer center and 
just start writing out reams on my whole feeling about this 
and how I felt like I was pretty much, might as well be talking to 
the ocean or something instead of these students. 

Like Meredith, Peter uses writing to vent his emotions — emotions 
prompted by feelings of puvverlessness as a teacher. In this case, I 
suspect that Peter's anger is not directed personally at Mimi, but at the 
kind of student she represents. But what d<»rs Mimi represent for Peter? 
At first, as I say, I assumed that it had something to do with gender. 
And perhaps it does — I cannot help noticing, for instance, the gen- 
dered nature of the discourse he finds so irritating: 

I just thought this was reallv disheartening to see, that, certainly 
thev hj\e other things on their minds, and I understand that, but 
when 1 set* stutt like this, and I see their journal entries— both 
of these students have journal entries almost filled, Mimi has hers 
filled with things about soronhes, and "I'm really sorry that I 
couldn't make it to your class today, but at least I was able to meet 
with my Big Sis tonight," and then I wrote in the margin, "I'm glad 
to see vou have your priorities straight "I'm getting tired of see- 
ing that in these journals, even though it's a wide-open avenue for 
them to express writing, it's almost consistently with Mimi on 
sororities, and with (en it's almost consistently about her boy 
friend who s a beet farmer with a mobile phone And somebody 
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else who b also in that row is writing very reflective essays about, 
about anything from death and dying to snow and why there is 
snow and things like — 1 mean at least that shows me that there's 
something up there, there is some grey matter that's functioning, 
but when 1 see this kind of stuff it's kinda like, why art , >u here"* 
Why don't vou just go back to high school and take it all over 
again and then mavbe come back 

But when I offer this interpretation, in an early draft of this chapter, 
not onlv Peter but Mike and Alex resist my reading: "W7iy is tht< 
neLC+virdya gender issue'" Mike asks in the margin. Although he thinks 
that "the gender issue /> present somehow," Mike speculates that the more 
important issue may be anti-Greek sentiment. ''Might he not say the 
*ame thing, m the *ame tone, dbout a 'frut boy' 7 " 

Peter himself offers a different, but perhaps related, interpretation 

I think my response I to Mnnt and her friend} wa> Iht^ed more on the 
bat ground of wealth and thai these two women didn't seem interested 
in sarrwg something out of the uxwt they're apparently made of I get 
irritated wtth people who ou^f on $ift< bestowed upon titan baausc of 
the link. money they were l\mi with I want to vv them work, especially 
when they need to work to improve They are. after all, m college Why 1 

Although Peter is aw are that his relations with students are sometimes 
fraught with subtle gender complications, he clearly sees this particu- 
lar situation as having more to do with economic status than with 
gender It reminds him, in fact, of a conflict with a male student he had 
consulted me about last year That student was also from a privileged 
bat kground. and although Peter hadn't mentioned it at the time, he's 
prettv sure now that his awareness of that background accounted in 
part tor his impatience with the student's behavior 

V\ hen 1 think about what Peter says now, it makes sense It confirms 
Alex s impression that economic status was an issue m his relationship 
with the two students described earlier, and it confirms something a 
colleague had said when he read an eariv draft of this chapter As 
I nglish teachers, alter all, we are well aware of our status in a wealth- 
oriented soctetv When we see students from privileged backgrounds 
shunning the gifts we have worked hard to earn, it rankles And it may- 
rankle e\en more for I As who have gone deep into debt to f inance 
their graduate education Still. 1 wonder why I didn't notice at first the 
extent to which economic status might be an issue in these relation- 
ships K it, as Peter suspects, because I've forgotten what it's like to be 
a graduate student' It's true I'm now tenured, a homeowner, secure 
Meanwhile Peter works summers as a janitor to keep himself in grad 
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school and Alex literally worries himself sick spending money he 
doesn't have In retrospect, I suspect Peter is right. I have forgotten the 
extent to which differences in economic status can affect our relation- 
ships with our students What else, I wonder, have i forgotten along 
the way ' 

Family Matters 

Another personal factor that sometimes finds its way into these TAs' 
teaching is the family drama— the complex set ot scripts upon which 
they have collaborated with their parents, their siblings, their partners 
Although most ot these scripts remain invisible to me as I talk with the 
I As about their teaching, there is one that the TA himself calls to my 
attention 

It is the end of our project, and Keith has read through the tran- 
scripts ot our interviews When I ask it he's noticed any patterns or 
themes, he answers immediately. "My mother. I can't believe how 
often she Comes up " 

When he says it. I'm a little surprised. Although Keith's mother is a 
prominent character in his personal script -a character he sometimes 
e\okes u>r us in an amusing. Jonathan Winters-style voice -I have not 
given that much attention to her place in our conversations. Keith 
didn't either .it first, he says, but then he started to notice a pattern 
When his mother makes an appearance in our interview transcripts, 
it's a clear sign he's feeling less confident than even he admits. Her 
sou e, he savs. is the voice ot his own insecurity 

Once he savs this, it makes sense to me Af the beginning ot the 
semester, when Keith is preparing to make a quick trip home before 
i lasses begin, he anticipates what his mother will s«iv about this new 
tourse he s teaching 

^»he s.uy You're teaching Business and lechnual Writing "* \ou 
don t know am thing .iboul thai'" And the same kind of thoughts 
nun he last summer went through mv head that, "Whal do I know 
about teai hmg composition*" 

Almost always, his comments are affectionate, ironic as m this early 
reference, when he talks about how little he got done on his thesis on 
f'dith Wharton over the summer 

I thought I was gonna get all these Wharton books read Didn't do 
that either I need to have somebody who's cracking the whip an J 
keeping me on si hedule But I don't want my mother coming up 
here (laughs) 



lakm$ It Per^mMly 



Still, sometimes there's an edge in his references, as in this comment, 
from that same early interview 

I'll enjoy being home, though, because my mother will insist— 
she li l<x>k at the syllabus and the things I scribble and she'll [sa\ |, 
"\ou ran t teach these kids how to write, you can't e\en write 
vourwii look at that mistake!'' [laughs] 

At midterm, when he's sick but tooling guilty about missing classes, 
Keith says it's his mother's fault. "When we were kids she would 
never let us stay home unless we were definitely really, really sick. She 
always said the best thing for a cold is to get out and do something " 
And at the very end. when he's about to hand out course evaluations, 
he muses 

The last tew weeks before 1 hand the course evaluations 1 start 
worrying, and I always— I'm getting better about handling worry, 
because I see what it s done to my mother It's such an inter- 
nalized thing for her that she has to worry She's worried if she's 
not worrwng And I'm getting better about just figuring it it's 
nothing I tan change the outcome of n^ht now, I won't e\ en think 
about it. but the last lew weeks before I hand out the course 
evaluation*.. ! wonder what they're gonna sav 

Still, despite these allusions, Keith's mother isn't that much a present o 
in his narratives— at least not literally Sometimes, though, 1 sense that 
Keith may see her in some ot the female students he talks about, and I 
wonder if Keith himself is aware of that possibility 

One instance that brings this thought to my mind occurs during the 
tirst week ot classes Although I did not tape-record this part ot our 
l on\ ersation. my interview notes testify to an interesting juxtaposition 
in our torn ersation 

/Vr\>T Uymf. Keith yw> me hi* journal tape - on muwUtpe and rer 
v v orer to Iwamley liat'eteruij for lumh Already in the line he * telling 
me he vrN menu* (front hi* *tudent*j tomomnr and that hi* mother, a 
retary tor ytw* mil s,r thetn uhen he read* thetn When we *it down 
to eat he say* he * already been intimidated by one student ' How bt$ 
he 1 I a*k S/n* s a $0 war old secretary who* Ivm working at the 
University 24 year*. " he *ay* We talk abtmt thi* a little alvut hi* \i>im\» 
home *o* litlvr l\ty loeekmd 

As the semester goes on. Keith finds that this older student, far from 
cntivi/ing his teaching, is one of his greatest tans When he learns, 
from his teaching supervisor, that she has praised his teaching, he is 
obMously pleased But at the same time, there is another female stu- 
dent in his class who is driving him cra/v 
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This other student— whom he describes first as "ugly/' then as 
"abrasive" and ''disruptive"— also comes to Keith's attention very- 
earl v in the semester, when he tells the class they will be pairing up for 
interviews and introducing each other to the class. 

It was really quiet and she says. "Do they tell you GTAx to do this 
in e\er\ one of \our damn composition courses 7 " And I said, 'Wo 
thev don't tell us to do it, but I'm telling you to do it" (laughs) And 
she said, "Well what purpose does it serve?" and I said, "You get 
to know the other people in the class, even though you might not 
want to, and 1 get to know vou. even though I might not want to " 
I don t know if I was in a bad mood at the moment or what but 
lust, her response seemed like sort of a challenge to my authority 
and I guess— I might have overreacted in saying that, that's not 
something I usually say in class 

Hearing Keith tell of this incident. I am reminded of another dialogue 
he has described— a dialogue that took place when he showed his 
mother some of his students' papers 

The first thing she s<iys ( ls | "They can't spell" and "They're 
ending their sentences with prepositions, and thev're beginning 
their sentences with conjunctions " And then 1 showed her. alter a 
few minutes ot this one of the transparent ies I list* Itsavs, "Cram- 
mar Rules,'' and there's one column "dram mar Rules to Kerne m 
ber. ' (and another] "drammar Rules to Forget " And beginning 
v»>ur sentences with conjunctions and ending \our sentences with 
prepositions are m the "To Forget" column "How van sou do 
that [she asked) "Well, you go over to duplicating services, you 
hand it m. the\ make a transparency" [laughs] 

Now. hearing echoes ot this same mild sarcasm in the voice he uses to 
chastise his "abrasi\ e" student, I wonder if keith mav be using, in the 
classroom, strategies tor asserting authority that he has learned uncon- 
sciously from sparring with his mother 1 he extent to which these 
strategies are gentler speutic - used on female students rather than on 
men - I ean't su\, but I do notice that m another situation a similar 
pattern occurs 

In this situation. Keith is recalling a student from last year's 101 
i lass 

I n member the one problem student I had she was from [an out 
of state citvl And we did the inters lew thing the first day of i lass, 
win* re you inters lew someone, introduce them to the class S> she 
made sure to ^\\v the interviewer details on her wealthy back- 
ground From the \ery beginning she set herself off as being 
different, probably better, I think is what she was trying to do, and 
I had them do some freownhng on what they expected from the 
• la^s i ause 1 was sort ot curious and most of them had no idea 
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what to expect from the class, but ;>he said, "I expect yew to make 
this dass interesting" (laughs) And she was a really good writer 
but halfway through the semester she jus' decided to quit coming 
to class and didn't hand in rough drafts, and then I remember 
after grades were turned in, as I was packing to leave to go home 
for I hnstmas, she called me and asked it she could turn her final 
drafts »n I told her if she wanted to mail them to me to look at, 
that would be fine but grades had already been turned in so it was 
a bit late (laughs) 

When I ask Keith why ho remembers this woman, he says, 

She was loud, for one thing . . This summer there were a lot of 
students |m my Air Force Base extension class] who spoke up \ er> 
freely But she was pu*hv She would speak up and interrupt other 
^tudentv or me, which finally 1 had to talk to her after class [about | 
and 'she quit doing that, but she didn't have much respect for what 
other students were saying, particularlv when we were talking 
about some political or social kind of issue and somebody was 
expressing what might be considered the tvpual (local] kid's 
viewpoint that she didn't agree with F\en if I didn't agree with 
it vou don't trv to make the person teel bad Or insult them for 
their point ot view 

What is interesting about this student is how closely she resembles 
others the male TAs have commented on. She's from out ot state, 
wealthy, outspoken, aggressive She has missed several classes And 
now wants to turn her papers in late With the others, 1 thought I 
sensed a bit of sexual tension, heightened, 1 later reah/ed, by an aware 
noss of class difference With Keith, the issue is still one of authority, 
but the gender dynamic is clearK different If famiK history is a key 
element in Keith's response to students, might it be present, though 
los-> \ isible, in the other I As as welP 



L nlike Keith, Mike rarelv mentions his family in our conversations 
And vet sometimes, as we talk, I sense that his farnilv is lurking in the 
background 1 argely, this is a matter of tone ot voice As Mike talks 
about his students, I keep hearing a tone that I can only call "parental " 
I'm well aware that such a tone need not be learned in the farm I) The 
whole culture of school is permeated with )Ust such a tone And vet I 
wonder 1 low much of our attitude tow ard students, the language we 
use w hen we speak to and about them, is shaped by the language our 
own parents used with us^ 
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In Mike's case, f don't notice the parental tone at first, though as the 
semester progresses, I become more and more aware of it What I do 
notice almost immediately, however, is Mike's desire to see himself in 
his students. Atter meeting his "Business and Technical Writing" class 
tor the first time, he comments that these students s<*em more "seri- 
ous" than his 101 students did: 

They've all been through courses, and the nev ness and the 
strangeness of taking a class, and being in college has kinda worn 
oft. and now tltey're in the class and they're looking at it in 
terms — I just feel a iot closer connection to them because that's, I 
mean the\'re sitting there in class, and I'm seeing myself there, 
you know 

As Mike goes on to characterize his students, he draws parallels with 
his own experience 

1 mean, that's how I approach class You go in there and you sit 
there and you've got that — I don't know how to describe it, but 
that know ledge of what a class and what a course is and how to 
learn and so forth And also caring about what you're doing, 
\ou know, teeltng like you ha%e more of a persona! connection to 
the course than I think the students had in 101 or even 102 

In some respects, Mike is like the parent who sees in his child a new 
and better \ ersion of himself— a successor who will avoid his mistakes 
and fulfill his dreams. What this means, of course, is that he is headed 
for disappointment For although the young men and women he sees 
in this 200-tevel class may be more committed to college than 101 
students are. they are still a long way from the serious graduate stu- 
dent Mike has become. 

Although Mike does not explicitly use the parent metaphor (I notice 
that Alex and Peter do), he often seems to adopt a parental voice when 
he speaks of or to his students. In the following passage, tor instance, 
he compares his students to irresponsible children. 

1 haven't had assignment sheets this semester, except feu the first 
time, and as childish as it may be to have to v> rite all this down — I 
mean, I repeat it several times anyw'av— I'm just gonna have to do 
that, because people forget 

When I ask Mike whv he considers it "childish" to give out assign- 
ment sheets, he makes a rhetorical move that all of us recogni/e 

Well I mi'jn tu have to have it written down is very, very 
| pa use 1 luvenile somehow I guess I sort of expect students, or 
hope that students will take the attitude toward their sehcx>Iwork 
that vshen something is due |vou) find out ev erything that's done 
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and you write the notes down, and you've got all that r and the 
question* might be a cUnhcatinn of something, or might be an 
exte nsion beyond what I cover, but it shouldn't be the basic things 
hke how manv page^ is it supposed to be When somebody comes 
to me and savs "Mow many pages is it supposed to be 7 " or 
whatever, things hko this that I've talked about before, it's like, 
well I know this person wa> sitting there in the room looking .it 
me vn hen I said this, and the\ wrote something down so where 
does .1 go 1 I'm not talking about the assignment sheet in terms 
of how to understand what it is you're supposed to write, but I'm 
talking about just the basics, in terms of when it's due and so forth 
and soon 1 mean, when 1 was a student, I knew that stuff, 1 mean 
I just had it, even it it wasn't, if it wasn't on an assignment sheet, 
I mean people would sav, "Well such and such is on this date," 
whatever. I mean it was there in my notebook, 1 knew when these 
tilings were 

What is interesting about this passage is its nostalgic flavor. "When I 
was a student " Mike intones, as it his own student days are long 
past Though he's obviously referring to his days as an undergraduate, 
the tact remains that Mike is much less likely than, sav, Alex or Keith 
to see his iess-than-ideal self in his students Later, he'll offer an expla- 
nation tor this 

/\jrf of the problem i* that i flunked out a- an undergraduate, and mu 
s^/* i onhdeme au^/ii. prettu low a> a result Mv fear of ^lippm* up a^am 
iolor-* tn\f ei/vtfiirnvn of mu *tudent> 

for Mike, to "measure up" as a student is to be serious, committed, 
and responsible -to be the kind ot student he became only after he 
•flunked out " Similarly to measure up as a teacher is to be expert, 
knowledgeable, alwa\s m control But perhaps the most formidable 
aspect of Mike s demanding code, lor both himself and his students, is 
the injunction not to "take it personally" 



.Vtuallv. ' taking it personally' is not so much something to avoid — in 
U t. Mike believes it is only natural - but rather something to contain 
In this respect it's a little like the prima! sex drive or original sin a 
torce that, unacknowledged and undisciplined, can wreak havoc in the 
v lassroom For his own part, Mike has anticipated what happens when 
teachers and students take things personally, and he has chosen to deal 
with it this wa\ 
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In my syllabus I said, . . "Everybody knows you're supposed to 
go to class, everybody knows you're supposed to turn your pa- 
pers in on hme I'm not here to harass you about stuff." Isaid, "If 
vou turn it m late or you don't show up, I'm not gonna take it 
personally." which i» not true [laughs), but I said, "I'm not gonna 
take it personally " I said, "Likewise, of ~ourse, it's gonna have 
some etfect on your grade I hope when this applies, this situation 
applies to vou, you will not take it personally or get offended." You 
know, I was trying to set up this whole thing like, "Look it's your 
decision and it's not gonna be, you know, I wanna be able to take 
t\v* hard line and still be a nice person." That's what it comes 
down to 

As he tells me about what he has written in his syllabus, I can almost 
anticipate what will happen. Here once again is the parent, lecturing 
his unruly teenagers about the responsibilities of being an adult. "This 
is our family contract," Mtke seems to be saying But the students 
aren't listening When they turn in the first assignment, just one week 
later, Mike is disappointed to see that some have done only a slapdash 
job 

Vou sort of expect brilliant work, and it's depressing when people 
just write down a list, you know, it's hard not to take it person- 
allv, that somebody would do that and like, "Well, so what am I 
doing, am I just wasting mv time up here?" 

On the one hand, Mike knows that it's "all teaching and it's all part of 
the course " But then there is "that personal element" that makes him 
long to say to them, "Fine, you don't care about. . . the work that I give 
vou and. vou know, it's meaningless or something, or you're just 
Irving to get away with it, you think I'm stupid or something " 

For Mike, it seems, "that personal element" gets into teaching in 
both positive and negative ways In one sense it's an important ele- 
ment ot his teaching philosophy, as demonstrated by how often he 
talks about the need, for both students and teachers, to make "personal 
connections" that allow them to learn. In another sense, though, "tak- 
ing it personally" meaas trouble — which is why Mike gets so tangled 
up w hen he talks about it 

Ihe whole reason I said that 1 don't, won t take it personally is 
bee a use I want them to be trapped by that in a way So you can't 
take it personalh if I give you bad grades, right* And if you think 
I'm. vou know, if you're gonna take it personally then you've gotta 
assume that giving me that stuff means I take it personally, which 
* means vou get bdd grades— -or some thing, vou know I think 
they're smart enough to figure that out I was thinking about 
1 Ihow. when I did that I was thinking about that when I wrote 
that section, vou know, that's sort <>(. that's sort ot subterfuge in a 
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way, putting a statement in there like that But it's like, it's sorta 
Uke. we all recognize it, and for some reason I felt like saying it 
indirectly rather than saving it directly like that I wondered about 
that I think everybody knows what's going on I think they know 
I know what's going on. 

According to Mike, what underlies the literal message of his syllabus 
ts a subtle subtext Let's face it, we all take it personally: yo*' take it 
personally when I give you a bad grade, and I take it personally when 
vou do shoddv work We don't dare say that directly, but if we ac- 
knowledge it in coded terms, we have a better chance of controlling it 
As he says. 

On one level it's just a transaction, vou know It's like give and 
take, action and reaction, you don't show up and you're not par- 
ticipating, you don't get the points I'm trying to put the sys- 
tem between me and them so that I don't take it personally or 
something, you know. Like well, put it in terms of action and 
reaction and scientific formula and so forth and it's not, the part 
of it that makes me, that offends me, is suddenly, you know, that 
makes it impersonal or something. There is that, you know, so it's 
weird, there's a couple of things going on there 

To evoke the parent analogy again. Mike's confusion on this subject 
reflects a parent's confusion about how to deal with a recalcitrant 
child On the one hand, he doesn't want to "guilt" the students, but on 
the other, he thinks they need to be more responsible. To avoid the 
personal, he sets up a "system," like a set of house rules, that he hopes 
will mitigate the personal element. But Mike's svstem pales beside the 
other svstem that is already working inside him' the moral system of 
"should's" and "ought's" that pervades his language and constructs 
his relationships with his students in ways he may be unaware of 

Voices of Guilt and Judgment 

The situation tn which I first begin to posit conflicting systems in 
Mike s thinking occurs during the fifth week of classes, when he is 10 
minutes late arriving for his 8 a m class Because 1 am out of town 
when it happens, I hear about it first not in our regular interview, but 
in a long journal narrativ* Mike writes out and gives to me afterward. 
As I read the narrative, I am struck by its unusual tone In some ways, 
it reads more like a legal deposition than a journal entry 

/ arrived in < to« at S 1 r >. and wa< met by thrrr <*ludent< who told me 
that fivn/*w uw gone Oh really 7 '' I *aid. hoping to <*ound curious 
and amu^eil, though I itu*. at f\r>l patm krd. then angry I pnxeeded to 
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the tla^snxm followed by thrse student*, and found that it wtts true, all 
but furor >n student* had left 

I felt like tlus was a culmination of all the fear* that my class was out 
of control for rather that I was out o* contwh id been having w.»kv the 
ftyi. wiiy of the semester { )r rather I felt like I should feel this, or 
expected to feel this, but waltzed 0> / always lure when feeling this way 
this $eme>teri that it u\is not that serious, I am not out of control, nor is 
my i/dss {hue I realized fJu» / was still a little nenvus, but somehow 
relieved Somehow thi* was my opportunity to show myself tliat I wa< 
not out of control, as well as shoivtng my clas< this (whether they needed 
to see it or / needed to thtnk thw sate it') I ^uess { felt (and feel to a 
i ertam extent) tliat they see me as an inexperienced tern her (because Inm 
young and joke around and am obviously at time* nervous, but mostly 
hex a use I see myself as inexperienced i 

Those reading the narrative now will notice how slight an incident 
this is Which of us hasn't overslept, come late to class, felt our author- 
ity undermined by a stupid blunder on our part 7 But it isn't just guilt 
Mike feels, it's something more "I was angry the more ! thought of it," 
Mike writes 

I was angry because I t-.vk it personally Here we are back at this one 
again, how can we not take it personally* Se, / do. and I knew that when 
I urote Itruit statement! m my syllabus, but I guess I am continually 
surprised tlutt I do I was also emluirrassed. because the rest of my 
student < who were there I felt like they were in league with the other 
students, and that if I had not shown up when I did, they'd have left tw 
Anyzcay. I got through Hass 'well, after maktng a few remark* about the 
relative intelligence of "the others'" actions, and went back to my office 

One of my students shooed up to turn m his paper, and asked what 
we had dotie m ilas* ' Cood question," I said ^jnastually, some of my 
anger leaking through 

Hey man. you were late'' Ihts accompanied hy a meaningful Ux^k at 
his watch I am sun' mu fate was as pale as hts paper "Yes.' I said ' I 
was ' I wa^ so angry / was not sure whu\ I was gomg to say I dectded 
nothing would be gained by confronting I im now. I wanted to deal with 
:t all at otue the next Jass I told him wliat was due Tuesday, and 
arreted his paper / ( /| t / tiot *ay he nvuld or uvuhi not yet t rcdit 

\fler he left I thought a font t it, and decided I wa< not going to go out 
of my way m the » lightest to help him tnrr (he semester I already know 
tiutt I have to he -elcitive about how much energy I devote to different 
studmts and I decided he had fu^t earned himself minimum energy 
status I was ^till angry 

It 's easy to speculate about whv Mike is so angry at this student 1 le 
is probablv angrv at himself tor being late to class, for losing the slim 
power advantage he may have had until then But what interests me 
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most is the language Mike uses to express hi> anger— language that 
become** more moralistic as he continues to write 

/ i ailed A^ademu At*atr<> to Ju\k the offuial policy about late in 
-ttu: tors (hers is tint? I began to think about what my student* thought 
atvut my ooluy and m/uv/ poluy I had toU them ttot started 
te-Jm^ally at ft* I'otnt numlvr fuv / hid told than that as / lived 
iurnty nu!e\ out I might have trouble nuking it m some days la refer 
erne to our rugged winter**! I also told them t\xat I nvuld call them 
personally if t Ui» ioi* < ameled tt then- was time, or at least call the office 
l\uni number three thev belirce tas all students do) Hut after ten 
minutes thev tan leare it the mstrm tor lias not shown up Cotuluwn* 
i Kid amivd ten minutes late (tn the nxmo I had not canceled class, 
therefore i i ould be assumed to be liappcmng Add to this the fact thtit 
tho^e who had left had not turned m or left papers behmd. and I began 
fi» feel a sense W righteous indignation 

As Mike comments further on this in\ ident how he felt about it at 
the time and how he chose to deal with it - his language continues in 
this moralists judgmental vein he considers "penalizing" the stu- 
dents who were absent and says he teels "justified" in doing so. he 
Kiws them a little speech the ne\t class day in which he tells them 
what thev 'should ha\c" done, and feels that he pulls it off "without 
sounding vindictive' Afterward, he savs. 'They all knew they had 
done something wrong ' 

Hut Mike doesn't reserve his moral language for his students alone 

s n ^ seven of them \*ot up later and told me they d futre their drafts to 
me hy mvn and were m' embarrawd that t felt a little guilty Clearly 
.ome had been stayed by others (many ot my ' gixhi students liud left), 
and f suddenly remembered how ea-y it was to do thai I also remembered 
t*uit the times I hid done it I had e\pe< ted some M>r/ of retribution, and 
m some way I think they ucre retteoed 1 had addressed it this way 

( .uilt goodness, vindication, retribution -these seem odd words to 
applv to such an unremarkable incident And there may be an element 
ot conscious ironv in Mike \ use ot such language here Still, this is, 
from Mike's perspective, a "very significant episode." What is at stake 
in his mind is his professional authority, an authority that feels so 
fragile, so tenuous, at this point in his young career, that he must 
reinforce it with strong moral language ' / M I did the right thing by 
taking the hard line. ' he writes in his journal 

Ihis roent allowed me to < ontront what I thought i/ws their perception of 
u eakness in me but which tn reality may be only my fear of inadequacy 
in a new environment It tould also be a mixture oj foth. I don't know 
Hut I h-el mm h more t onhdent alnntt tliat l lass now. for whatever reason 
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Our Students, Ourselves 

While all five TAs speak, at one time or another, of seeing themselves 
m their students, I am interested in the different ways they construct 
their student selves. With Mike, for instance, that self seems less the 
student he is or was than some idealized version of the perfect student 
that he still berates himself for not being. With Meredith, I can see 
more correspondence between the students she seems drawn to- 
ward—the "rebels," she sometimes calls them— and the person she is, 
or is becoming And with Peter. I often think that I'm seeing both at 
once-- a tendency to seek in his students some idealized vision that he 
himself could never fulfill, plus an almost opposite tendency to iden- 
tify, perhaps over-identify, with those who may feel insecure in the 
"impersonal" academic environment 



For Meredith, the true aim of education is self-knowledge, and in an 
effort to lead her 101 students toward that goal, she has arranged, as I 
explained earlier, to show the film The Brsakfa*t Club Although she 
realizes that her students may not be familiar with the movie (this is 
the point when she begins to realize that a generation gap may be 
' opening), she believes they will still find it interesting and provocative. 
Whether or not they identity with the teenagers in the story — the jock, 
the nerd, the popular girl, the neurotic - Meredith is gambling that 
thev will recogni/e aspects of themselves in the characters and can 
thus be led to examine their own experience in light of the movie 

Of course it is just as possible that thev will projat their experience 
onto the characters in the movie, reading those characters through the 
lens of their own experience. I his is not something Meredith brings up 
m our interviews (though I suspect she is well aware of it), but it is 
something that occurs to me as I listen to her talk about her students 
And it keeps coming back to me again and again as I think about my 
own relationship with Meredith 

As we ll see in the chapters that follow. Meredith sees herself as a 
rebel'' among English teachers- a teacher who rejects what she 
thinks she "should" be doing (that is. teaching grammar, teaching 
argument) in favor of an agenda she sees as far more important 
Having heard her characterize hersell as a rebel in several situations, I 
am interested when I notice that the students she singles out for notice 
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in her composition classes seem to have a rebellious side to them as 
well 

1 he most obvious instance ot this is a young woman Meredith talks 
about in our Week 4 interv iew 

I rune one gul who's real rebellious I remember sitting in my class 
the week before, and on? of the days I was sitting on the desk and 
she sat in the front row and she was just staring at me, you know, 
that reallv blank stare, and everything comes through the eyes, 
but there's no expression And every time 1 looked at her it was 
like- it was like somebody was hitting me m.the face or some- 
thing And 1 couldn't look at her, because if 1 looked at her I felt 
like it was the e\ il eve or something [laughs] so I had to look past 
the front row, or I couldn't talk So her paper was all about how 
she did exactly what she wanted to do, never did what other 
people expected her to do, and she had— her story was about 
when she went to this private (Cathohc) boarding schixil, and thev 
tried to sneak through this tunnel or something to steal some food 
in the middle ot night and they got caught So I told her I was a 
{ athonc and said. "So you must have had nuns there." and she 
said. Van. thev slapped me in the face" She started talking 
about being Jut by the nuns and how terrible that was 

When Meredith makes suggestions tor how this student can improve 
her paper what detail she can add, what further episodes she can 
narrate- she senses that the student is resisting her. 

She s already prepared to not do anything I say She said, "Well 
I |\ist wrote what I thought " She said, ' tversbodv else probably 
lust t,>)d \ou what the\ thought you wanted to hear " Si I 
don t know but |ust this terrible Un>k she had on her face, it was 
I us» awful. 1 just wanted to get rid of that look cause 1 can't stand 
to go thiough the whole semester with her looking at me like that 

When I ask Meredith what she wants tor this student, she searches for 
an answer 

Well (her draft) was very I wanted it more- I wanted it to 
ha\e more ot her voice in it it was like she was walking around 
in a circle Irving to see if she could sav what she wanted to say, 
»>r it wasn t verv fin used I mean, if she can get bevond the 
rebellion 

As the semester progresses Meredith mentions this student often, 
never using her name but rather offering metonvmic descriptions that 
I immediately recognize 

( >h mat girl, b\ the wav. the one that the nun slapped her in the 
face' she me-ved i lass on Thursday but Deb said she came in to 
ihv oltne, and she had left a note 
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I he tact that the student had left a note is something that "impresses" 
Meredith This and the fact that she "talks a lot in class now" gives 
Meredith reason to believe that she is making progress with the stu- 
dent It is at this point too that she answers a question I had posed 
about the value ot teaching personal writing. What she wants for this 
student, she savs, has "nothing to do with writing " What she wants is 
tor the student to realize that "it's not necessary to rebel against every 
figure ot authority, that you can actually enjoy what you're doing in a 
dass without having to rebel against the teacher" As she savs it ( I seem 
to hear a double meaning in her words It's as it she's talking about 
herself as well as this student 

Actually this isn't the only time 1 have this particular reaction. Over 
the course of the semester, six or seven of Meredith's students make 
repeated appearances in our conversations, and with many of them I 
sense that Meredith has made a personal connection of some kind 

There is, for instance, a woman student around Meredith's own age, 
whom she describes as "a really good writer" but "scared to death" 
about coming tick to school W r hen the woman's doctor husband 
critict/ed i draft she had written, Meredith was outraged "Well, I 
better not get into this, contradict her husband or I'll get in trouble/' 
she tells herself 

But 1 tan't really imagine that he could have been right, because 
what I read before - 1 don't know, ! mean it alreadv get> me kind 
ot irritated \ause how much do doctors know about writing 1 We 
had pre med students before, rfnd I've worked for doctors 

Later when she puts this student in a group with two other stu- 
dents, Meredith is impressed at how well the older woman handles the 
situation "It wasn't as though she thought that she was so much better 
than them," Meredith savs— at which point I recall something she has 
told me earlier It is a storv about her grandmother, who always cau- 
tioned Meredith as a child not to "get the big head": "Now you're very 
smart," she would say to Meredith, "but don't ever get the big head. 
Don't ever think vou're better than anybody else " 

\mong the others in Meredith's cast ot frequently mentioned char- 
alters are a v\ido variety ot students who evoke for me taint traces of 
the Meredith I know a possibly dyslexic student who worries 
Meredith at first but later turns out to be very articulate in class; a 
temale student from last year who resisted Meredith's assignment, 
insisting on doing the paper her own way", another, somewhat older, 
student, this time a male, trying to break tree from a past involvement 
with drugs, a "jink" who wrote a thoughtful paper about having 
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beaten up a kid in high school because he was pressured by his peers 
to do so. a cheerful underachiever who wants to take her class again 
in the spring, even though he's getting a C and could obviously be 
doing better, a male student who wrote a powerful first paper about 
leaving home for the first time, and then got frustrated when she tried 
to push him to claim hts "voice" in subsequent papers Even the 
student she found physically threatening, the male student she calls 
the "tuck-up" in her journal, reappears later in the semester, at which 
time he has "suddenly become very diligent/' written some good 
papers, changed his whole attitude toward the class 

lb say that Meredith may identify with these students, that she may 
see herself, or parts of herself in all of them, may be speculation— but 
it's not /us/ speculation In her writing during the teaching seminar, 
Meredith explored this topic again and again. In this respect she re- 
sembles Mike, who uses writing about his teaching as a kind of con- 
trolling strategv As both Meredith and Mike narrate their versions of 
an event, for me and for themselves, they construct a point of view on 
the matter, an argument they can use later when confronting their 
students about it But while Mike's writing tends to be somewhat ad 
hoc ~a response designed to suit the particular occasion— Meredith's 
seems to emerge from something larger, from a growing under- 
standing of herself as both a person and a teacher 

During the eighth week of classes, something happens with 
Meredith that prompts her to talk with me about this understanding 
1 he incident itself involves two confrontations— the first with a friend, 
the second with a student—and though both issues seem to be fairly 
minor matters, I sense that Meredith experiences them as something 
more than this 

/ tbh\j I ^iiess I'm thinking this doesn't sound, as \ou narrate it. 
it Jtvsn t sound like a particularly extraordinary set ot cirumv 
s nmes, and vet somehow it came together tor vou today as 
a as a thing 

Meredith As a thing, veah Well, 1 make everything into a thing 
I'm Irving u> Mop doing that 1 was gonna come in today and 
tell vou how much more even my teaching is (laughs), how 
miit h less I worrv about tt. which is all true, except for this little 
incident I mean, I'm upset now because I'm upset at |nn 
Inend] hut what I'm trying to say is that I've started to con 
front people instead of letting them walk all oyer me 
I iN«v In vour personal life and \our teaching life 
M* tfdilh ^eah And because those things run together so much 
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Seeing \ounelf as a leather 

When I ask what she had planned to tell me before this incident came 
up, Meredith explain** 

I was writing some stuff this morning and I thought. "It's funny 
how I kvl detached from mv students " And I thought, "Well 
that's bad, maybe that's bad," and then \ thought, "No, it's not 
had I'm stall informal, it's not that I've become formal again, I'm 
still informal. I mean I'm still relaxed, but I don't feel so caught up 
with it, I don't feel so [pause] enmeshed or something ** I thought 
that was good 

Later in the semester, Meredith comments once more about the 
progress she's made in this direction This time, she's talking about 
responding to papers — about the way she sometimes feels "obligated" 
to give personal responses and how she's learned to "detach" when 
this happens What has enabled her, I ask, to detach emotionally? 

Well. I think 1 finally just saw that it wasn't very good for me And 
| pa use] part ot it is the whole, where I've come to in ... my overall 
I ile But trvmg nut to alwavs take responsibility for everything, 
whether it's' for them or for other people, not thinking I have to 
solve everybody's problems, and thinking more in terms of trying 
to fix myself instead of everybody else 



I ike Meredith, Peter often mentions particular students in our conver- 
sations But when he's frustrated, like most of us, he tends to speak of 
students in the aggregate 

I must confess that earlv this week, especially lifter Tuesday's first 
class when so manv people missed. I was having kind ot an 
attitude, not toward the students but like to Brad [another TAJ and 
mv' tonhdunts To mv students I was very civil. I'm ruing not to 
show them when I'm irritated, unless I really really am irritated 
at them and it's their fault, they're not paying attention or what- 
ever, then I might pull them aside, but I'm not gonna, I'm trying 
to learn from last year's mistakes, and I think it's working so far 
But I was saying to Brad I said, "When these students call me 
ind sa\ I missed vour class, what did vou talk about todav , * I feel 
like saving Blank vou. but I don't, I tell them. 'Well, we did suih 
and so.' but I really feel like. You come to class and find out, 
buddv don't call me afterwards and make me talk to you on the 
phone tor twentv minutes "* 

The fact that Peter is aware of the anger and frustration he's feeling is 
reassuring -and vet I. have to wonder how successfully he has con- 
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coaled these feelings from his students My own experience suggests 
that our students have sensitive antennae that allow them to pick up 
on our anger, sometimes well before we do. Because Peter understands 
that his own fear and nervousness may be significant factors here, he 
seems better placed to control them than some new teachers would be 
Yet as we talk throughout the semester, it seems to me that, despite his 
apparent understanding of the problem. Peter is often still struggling 
to control the anger he feels 

One wav he controls it - ^or re-directs it, at any rate— is by blaming 
himself for the problems 

It does kind of hurt me, or not really hurt me. but it makes me 
think, it makes me wonder what I'm doing wrong when I sec 
students crashed out on their desk, vou know, head on their arm 
or something, or looking awav. looking at their nails or something 
Thev re obviously bored, and I'm wondering how I can reeufv 
that and make them more interested 

\ j c , s particularly worried that he is boring his students and comments 
frequently on things he does in class to keep their interest and atten- 
tion By the eighth week of the semester, in fact, he has become almost 
obsessed with "the boredom factor" 

I've been trying a lot of different things the* vear that I haven't 
done last vear to keep them interested, to keep them going, 'cause 
I don X want them sitting there and being passive, and I'm not 
taking ml!, and I've still been maintaining attendance Yesterday I 
had live gone or was it mO — that was quite a few from the 8 00 
ilass, normally there's not that many gone So at least I have that 
going tor me -they're still showing up But I'm looking at them 
and I'm seeing them just kind of with their eves closed and they're 
wav tng bat k and torth. or they'v e got this look on their face where 
thev re like this close to having their eyes closed, and 1 keep 
thinking. ' What am I doing that's wrong 7 " 

As Peter casts about lor ways to understand and address the "bore- 
dom factor.' I occasionally find myself swept up in the currents of his 
dismay Instead of listening, as 1 usually do, I begin to offer sugges- 
tions "Have vou tried this* How about that?" But the more I try to 
build Peter's confidence, the less he seems able to hear me As he 
shuttles back and forth between blaming himself and blaming his 
students tor the problems he sees in his classes, he comes up with a 
do/en different ways ot addressing the problem -most of which make 
perfect *ense to me. but none of w hich may have an effect on what now 
seems to me the larger problem Peter's lack of confidence 
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Seeing Yourself as a Teacher 



The Harsh Light of Criticism 

Where Peter's lack of confidence originates. I don't know No doubt 
it's complicated. But IVter himself attributes some of it to an incident 
that occurred in his first year of teaching— a situation in which he was 
criticized by his peers for the wav he handled a plagiarism case As he 
writes long afterward 

/ think part of mu nervousness tvtth becoming comfortable with my role 
as teather uv< due to fan's holding me up to the harsh hqhl of his (and 
the other grad student*' J criticism It xvas trial J*v fire and I ^ot toasted 
enough to remember it through much, if not all, of my teaching day< at 
UNO 

The incident Peter refers to here is one I'm familiar with. Me had told 
me about it at the time, in the heat of his anger and frustration, and 
then had written about it in the teaching seminar His reflective essay, 
"How to Make a Brown -Eved TA Blue/' was clearly intended as both 
catharsis and public response to what he felt had been an unfair 
indictment of him by his peers in that group Although 1 would like to 
reprint the complete essay, letting Peter tell his own story, the final 
\ ersion seems to have gotten lost somewhere along the wav What 1 do 
have ts mv memory and Peter's first draft, plus some additional com- 
ments he ottered later, as this manuscript was in progress 

What had happened, it seems, was this Peter had caught a student 
plagiarizing- turning in <i paper that had been written bv her mom- 
mate He referred the student to me, I made a recommendation regard- 
ing appropriate penalty, "and he made a decision based on that 
recommendation As it turned out, the plagiari/er's roommate was in 
another new TA's class, and when that TA, Ian, was pulled into the 
situation, he called Peter at home to cntici/e the wav he had handled 
it As Peter tells the storv in the first draft of his narrative 

Both of ur re greenhorns at this peilagogy stuff \lan] * ailed me after 
the Ihret tor had put the uxmi out uvndermg if another TA hud the same 
paper turned tn When ur started talking howroer he mentioned that I 
should not fa tormenting this pwr kid oz*er something as trivial as a 
lifted paper I was dumbstruck When I responded by saying tliat t 
ras ionsultmg the Ihrntor on this issue, he told me thiit I was stupid to 
go to I he Authorities afamt this, and nvndered why I d\dn I have enough 
>eti\e to take i are of it on my oiim 

When IVter first told me about Ian s reaction. 1 too had been dumb- 
struck Whv would one new teacher ridicule another for asking advice 
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from someone moa 1 experienced 7 What could Ian possibly be think- 
ing 1 But according to Peter, it wasn't just lan who turned agaiast him 

Tine rest ot the TAs didn't offer much support tor me. and many 
sremod to side with the TA who had criticized my handling of the 
situation I relt \erv prominentK like an outcast within the group 
ot new teachers - and this was oniv three months into the pro- 
gram 

en Peter s sense ot betrayal, the depth of feeling brought out in this 
essav I was not surprised when he brought up this incident again in 
our very first interview 

I hat interview took place the week before classes began in the fall 
I he workshop for new TAs was in progress, and the acting comp 
director had asked Peter and some other returning TAs to speak about 
their first-year experience What Peter had spoken about was this 
plagiarism incident and its aftermath. As he describes it 

I talked about the plagiarism thing, and >ou wouldn't believe the 
response I #>t Thev start talking - all these first-year TAs and 
^.n H * ot them, Brad remarked, looked like they could use a vahum 
tkuigh-.i when thev started talking about the plagiarism thing 
And s.>mantha [one ot the new TAs) said something about. 'Well, 
with plagiarism" she prefers "not to mention it because then it 
won t entrr their mmJs " And I said, "That's like not telling a 
teenager about sex' 1 just thought. "No. that's not gonna 
v%,ish with me, 1 vjn't operate that wav and then we had this 
bi£ discussion about plagiarism police and Keith had some good 
thing- to sa\ about that Hut I let it be known that I was not 
\er\ pleased about the wav I was kinda cornered about that last 
war and I saul 1 think j should be able to have the n^ht as a 
brand new 1 A to consult my mentor about such a situation, [with- 
out being] coerced and ridiculed about mv decision. I mean. 1 
v\as in the limelight about that tor a long time and I didn't like il 
tt wis kinda mess\ tor a while, but I don't look back upon that 
w ith am bitterness vsith the exception of the wav I was treated by 
nu peers 

. 1 ater in the same interv iew, when Peter talks about the policies he's 
set up this semester, he mentions this incident vet again 

I was just so suk ot that whole plagiarism affair because ot the 
wav it v;ot blow n up by the other 1 As, the fat tional lighting, if you 
w ill and I giit kinda caught in the cross hairs. thev |ust sighted 
n>;hl on me. and I don't want to go through that again I tust want 
to he left alone when it comes to plagiarism, and if I have to deal 
with it I U just deal with it when the time comes, and I think 1 was 
just a little bit bitter about the whole experience 
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At the time, I remember thinking that Peter was more than "just a little 
bit bitter" about this experience, but I didn't fully appreciate how 
much it had affected him until he brought it up yet again when he read 
through this manuscript For him, it wasn't just this single episode but 
the whole competitive atmosphere among the new TA group that 
contributed to his teehngs of nervousness and insecurity. As he wrote 
on the last page of the manuscript 

/ am < truck by the dysfunctional aspect of my group I think we were all 
peaking out of our respective cLwh in [the teaching setmnarf, watting 
for sonuvne to shp and fall out so we could all laugh at the presumptuous 
>lob We were muK not friends, by and large, uniting for a cannibalistic 
opportunity If someone slipped, then wed hum* wliat they were and 
trhii? we were 

Reading Peter's comments now, i find myself wondering Was the 
atmosphere m the new TA group really so competitive that year? Did 
other lAs feel it as strongly as Peter did^ It's hard for me to know, of 
course Fhis is not the kind of thing they are likely to talk about with 
me But I wouldn't be surprised if others did share Peter's perception. 
After all, those of us who have been through graduate school know 
something about competition among peers. We may even have felt the 
chilling effect a peer s criticism can have on our teaching. Still, some 
teachers seem more vulnerable to criticism than others, and I suspect 
Peter is one of these. Of course there's a positive side to that vulner- 
ability, too Sometimes 1 think it is Peter's lack of confidence that 
enables him to empathi/e with the students in his class who are strug- 
gling Peter is, after all, a caring teacher- one who truly wants to help 
his students become better writers, better people. His problems occur, 
it seems to me, when he invests so much of himself in his students that 
he blurs the boundaries between them and himself 

Blurred Boundaries 

1 hear the strongest instances of Peter "s tendency to blur those bounda- 
ries tn a conversation we have around midsemester At the time. Peter 
is feeling particularly stressed out Mis entire week has been devoted 
to student conferences always an exhausting experience In addition, 
his personal life, he savs. has been a roller coaster of ups and downs 
this week, and to top it »»tf he has been reading student journals over 
4<X) pages of them and he is feeling utterly burned out, emotionally 
drained 
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When I ask him it he feels he has to read everything the students 
write in the journals, Peter says: 

1 didn't at first, until I started coming across entries that said. "1 
hate my life i love mv shotgun," you know, and I thought. "Oh 
U>d r ' and I'm starting to read all of these because 1 was worried 
that I would miss an entry in there about some poor student who 
doesn't have a fnend up here, and they might kind of relate to 
their comp instructor 'cause their comp mMructor might appear to 
be quasi-cool to them, and approachable, and here they are writ- 
ing in this journal that I'll be reading, about how their life sucks 
or something— 'cause I actually ran into about two different en- 
tries like that— not that blatant) but they were serious enough for 
me to call them up on it, and call them up right then and there, not 
wait 

When I inquire further, 1 learn that Peter was so concerned about both 
of these students that he did in fact call them at home: 

Yes At home And granted those journal entnes are dated like a 
week or two ago. and [the students are] still hanging around, of 
course, [but] I called 'em up on it and I said, "You know. 1 just 
noticed that in vour journal entnes you seemed a little bit un- 
happy or depressed/' I said. "1 just wanted to ask you if every- 
thing's OK, \ou know, and if not, do you want to talk about it." 1 
Kind. "If you don't want to talk about it with me, that's OK, but 
mavbe we could set you up with somebody who you might like 
to talk about it with " 

In this case, Peter draws an explicit parallel between his students and 
himself In his tirst year of college, he went into a serious depression 
after being "dumped" by his girlfriend 

1 was like a basket case, walking amund going, "I hate my lite." 
and a sociologv instructor caught me on that. I was taking a tost 
and there was some weird question, and I said something about 
how lite ^eems to have no meaning when you get dropped bv 
someone y ou love or something, and he wrote— he didn't even 
talk to me on the phone or see me in person, he bunded this tost 
ba.k to me and wrote there, "I really think you ought to see 
somebody over there in the Counseling Center It's free, please 
make an appointment " And so I did and that— it took me a 
while but it kmda snapped me out of it. and I just want these 
students to know that we have stuff available to them. 

Although this particular incident involves two female students -a 
'factor that puts me on "gender alert" 1 know that it is not only his 
female students that Peter shows concern for In that same week, for 
instance, he says he has been "kicking himself" for handling badly a 
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conference situation in which he critiqued one male student's paper in 
front of another. This time, Peter makes no reference to his own expe- 
rience, but because I know how anxious he is about his own writing 
and how sensitive he in to the criticisms of his peers, I can sec that once 
again he may be identifying, even ovendentitytng, with his student 

To some extent, this is tvptcal behavior for Peter He is, as he himself 
admits, "hypersensitive" to the reactions of others. But this week, with 
his own emotions so close to the surface, he is especially vulnerable It 
seems that any student paper that treats emotional subjects can trigger 
an emotional response from him 

I just didn t J- now it I could handle somebody breaking down and 
irvmg in front of me because it s been hell week for me anyway, 
and mv emotions have been up hi^h and then they've been way, 
way down, and then they've kind of leveled oft again And I was 
atraid it thev did it. then I d start doing it, and then what would 
happen"* I didn't want to make them think of me as bring so 
moody that I would do that I mean. 1 would be fighting it tooth 
and nail not to show the emotion, but I was worried that I would 
rv able to sink it out. because of all the other crap that happened 
t» » me this week 

I have said that Peter is "a more vulnerable teacher than some." At 
hrst --when I was just planning this study I asked mvselt whether 
this made him "atypical " Was Peter more emotional, more insecure 
than moNt new teachers, 1 wondered 9 Was he too much an anomaly in 
this groups 

When I admitted my uncertainty m an early draft. Peter offered this 
response 

\ he bit jh>*ut nie bem^ the odd I A. the anomaly. wa<* an evebnw rat->m^ 
expenetu e tor me Am I really lluil different from the other* 7 Maybe they 
'u >! don t allo;c their faiadcy to be lowered 1 

Actually, I th»nk Peter may be right 1 had said, in that first draft, that 
I wanted his perspective because in him I tould see, in exaggerated 
form, the personal element I had learned to control in my own teach- 
ing adding with more uncertainty, "Or pcritap* \otttrol' /s not the right 
;oont Mitfit \upprr**' iwrk t/s well* Hide,' 'Petty ? " Perhaps I wanted 
the ambiguity Perhaps i just wasn't sure At any rate, Alex knew what 
1 was getting at, and what he wrote in the margin confirms Peter's 
suspicion that he's not all that different after all 

th*u ahntt tfnrpf ami name and therefore to exist 1 It's the same in a 
*ense with me Sammy is pwver If t ian tu^t >^e t( for what it is new 
i«ws?tiN». insemrilv whatever I tan manage to adjust to tt You ran 
w\vr i on trot tt fuMt^i bat k to eirry firsf day ot the ^emeder It is the 
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Wfnttum and aaeptame of what that frar » />u?f let* «s $o on Ihiit 
miJ fhf aUJiLtuv: of ttui kin*, tht sucu *<v even if there a*e onlu a tav 

Conclusion 

1 began this chapter talking about boundaries - the boundaries new 
teachers draw, or try to draw, or fail to draw, or blur, when thev try to 
strike a balance between the personal and the professional For these 
1 As who arc well aware ot the tensions inherent in this issue, there is 
no simple answer to the question ot where or how to draw boundaries 
On the one hand, it seems perfectly reasonable to say, "Don't take 
teaching personally Don't get upset if your students cut class Don't 
overreact to students who bug vou Don't get involved in their lives." 
On the other hand, we cannot deny who we are and what we tool as 
teachers 

Although 1 admire those who seem to know, instinctively, how to 
integrate their personal and professional selves, I seem to be the kind 
of teacher who struggles continually with this problem I he image that 
comes to mind is one I see in the optometrist s ottice 1 am seated in 
the leather chair, chin resting on the concaw plate, peering into the 
ocular instrument "See the blips 7 " the optometrist asks "Nes," I sav 
"Let me know when thev merge in the center" Then, I watch as the 
hn\ blips move in from both sides of my vision Closer closer 
Suddenly thev has e leaped over the center and arc headed back out to 
the periphery "Waif' I tell the eve doctor "1 missed that " So we.do it 
again And av;ain And never oiue do 1 see those blips converse, 
though I know thev must, know other patients report that convergence 
ds confidently as 1 read the top letters on the chart at the end ot the 
room 

What this means tor my teaching is something rather complicated 
or else it s very simple Mavbe till it means is that 1 never get the 
balanc e right Mai be none of us do Still, we need to keep working at 
it. struggling alwavs to "make teaching personal" without "taking it 
personally 
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The personal, we recognize now, is always political But it works the 
other way. too. Ail along I worried about the gender balance in mv 
group ot five TAs, the proportion of one woman to four men All along 
I asked mvself that tough question. Am I perpetuating, through my 
choice ot interview subjects, a culture in which men's voices are heard 
above women's ' Then. 1 are ways i could aaswer those questions, but 
thev don't entirely satisfy For instance, I could take the anti-essential- 
1st mute, argue that balancing gender is simply cosmetic diversity 
More important, I might sav, is the diversity of attitudes and person- 
alities among those I did interv iew. Or I could call attention to the 
voices that arc heard here Meredith's voice, some readers tell me, is 
the strongest ot the five TAs'. And then of course there > mine F3ut tor 
me, the most powerful argument to make is not realh argument but 
an explanation As it happens, the gender imbalance in this interview 
group reflects the gender imbalance in the new TA cohort that vear 
two women and ten men For me, at the time, the imbalance was 
simplv unusual - a reversal of the pattern we had seen in earlier years 
■\s 1 look back now, though, I'm convinced that thi-> verv imbalance 
engendered — I use that word deliberated the crucial personal disso- 
nance that eventuallv gave rise to this project 

At the time. I was certainlv aware of a dissonance in the group— an 
unusual resistance among the I As to the work I was asking from them, 
an unusual level ot competition that built up within the group itself I 
even ascribed this tension, in part, to the "maleness" of the group 
What I didn't see then, but have begun to see since, is that the tension 
wasn't in the male TAs themselves but in the dynamic that grew up 
between them and me There was something about my authority that 
made them want to challenge it -and something about their air of 
confidence that irritated me What ensued was a power struggle I was 
determined to win but one I could win onlv bv exchanging some of 
m\ authon tv. mv insistence on doing things mv way, tor some of their 
lonhdenLO. their admission that thev were not as sure of themselves 
as thev seemed 

Now, looking back on the teaching seminar, what I see is a situation 
surpnsinglv akin to those I have written about in this chapter, a situ- 
ation fraught with gendered tensions, power struggles, authority com 
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fhcts, projection and identification. In the midst of it all, I felt myself 
drawn toward certain TAs: first Meredith and Mike, in whom I 
thought 1 saw some part of myself; then Peter, whose anxieties re- 
minded moot mv earliest teaching days With Keith and Alex, I felt not 
<o much a bond as a kind ot fascination. They weren't at all like me, 
and yet they were serious teachers I suppose, in some way, they 
represented solves 1 would like to invent 

Still, when the project began, 1 had no close ties to any of the TAs ! 
felt at ease with these five, liked the work they had done, and they in 
turn seemed relatively at ease with me. But in the beginning, we 
hardly knew each other. As the project wore on, though, I felt new- 
bonds and tensions growing between us— bonds and tcnsioas created 
bv the changed circumstances ot our relatioashtp: no longer were we 
simplv teacher and student but something richer and more personal 
With Alex, as might be expected, there has been the least change 
We've remained on cordial terms throughout, but always at a bit ot a 
distance Mainlv. this is because Alex drew implicit boundaries in our 
interviews \ \v did not. as did the others, share confidences with me in 
our conversations, and I chose, tor the most part, to respond to the 
boundaries he erected with a professional reserve of my own. With 
Mike and Keith, in contrast, I have developed a certain rapport—a 
rapport that allows me to think of them as tnends now, or perhaps 
\ounger colleagues Again, it seemed to be thev who established the 
boundaries ot our relationship- -in this case boundaries that blurred a 
little the professional /personal line With Peter, who takes teaching so 
personally. 1 teel les-. like a colleague than a counselor -or maybe an 
older sibling l or the most part, 1 would simplv listen as Peter wove 
talk about teaching in and out of talk about girlfriends, family, and 
peers in such a wav as to defy boundaries altogether Occasionally, I 
w . d share stones ot mv own with Peter, but 1 sensed, as I did so, a 
dii» renve I he stories I told the other 1 A*- were spontaneous, recipro- 
cal, prompted bv something in me that wanted to confirm what they 
were saving With Peter, mv stories had morals, hidden meanings, 
with him I could never quite shake oft the teacher role 

I hen there was Meredith, the onlv woman - and with Meredith it 
was always complicated At tirst, 1 think we were wary ot one another 
Something about Meredith's intensity both intrigued and unsettled 
me, and something about mo pu,t her on guard, as well As we talked, 
though, almost trom the first, we discovered common experience 
'[>oes that make sense 1 " Meredith would ask me, grasping for lan- 
guage to name a tangled thought "Yes, yes," I would say. excited, and 
then I would hnd unbelt drawn into what was no longer an interview 
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but a conversation between peers. Eventually, there grew up between 
us an intimacy of sorts, as of two schoolgirls sharing secrets Meredith, 
whose experience has been darker than mine and who has acquired 
through that experience an uncommon understanding of the complex- 
it\ of human motives, was attracted to psychological and philosophi- 
cal questions It was she, as I've said bet ore, who helped me 
understand what I wanted to do with this project 'This is vour story," 
she would say when we lalked about it. "This is really about you." 

At first, i took what she said as a kind of reprimand. You say you're 
writing about us, but you're not, vou don't know us at all; stop pre- 
tending vou do. She didn't actually say that, but I imagined that she 
did -and \ felt reproached I had set out, in the beginning, on a noble 
mission to speak for those whose voices we don't hear in this profes- 
sion, to create space in which those* voices can be heard I should have 
known better, of course all ethnographers are colonizers. But 1 guess I 
hadn't understood it well enough I wasn't prepared when Meredith 
phoned, atler reading the earliest draft I had written, to say "I'm not 
happv with this " I wasn't prepared for the coolness that came into her 
v oice, tor the almost audible sound or barriers dropping back down 
between us What had happened, ot course, is that I had gone public 
v\ith our conversations- had reassumod my researcher role. And al- 
though Meredith hat I known all along that this was our purpose, had 
even signed a contract acknowledging that understanding, she hadn't 
reah/eJ hov\ "violated" she would feel 

I guess I hadn't realized it either, though I probably should have In 
the course ot our conversations, we had blurred the boundaries be- 
tween the personal and the professional in ways that I found both 
personal l\ ami intelli\tuallv stimulating But then, I v\as in contro 1 
IVrhaps for Meredith, the young feather, the woman just learning to 
assert her own authority the blurred boundaries in our relationship 
were as unsettling, in their vvav, as the blurred spatial boundaries in 
her lirst <. lassroom To be comfortable with the way the project was 
unfolding, she would have to assert control over it, just as she had 
assorted control in that room. 

F or a while, 1 thought Meredith and I had resolved the problem She 
told me what she didn't like in the draft, and I listened 1 made cuts, I 
revised wording But in the editing pnxess something besides words 
disappeared, and I have hated to lose it What disappeared, for me, 
was that sense ot integration, that sense that somehow, m my conver- 
sations with Meredith, I had managed to merge, for an instant, the 
personal ami the professional, had seen the blips converge on the 
darkened screen 
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io achieve such a merger, i have learned, is a tricky business Al- 
ways, it seems, we are squinting at one image or the other Always 
there are boundaries, vet those boundaries blur and shift before our 
e\es Always, we tell ourselves not to take our work personally -yet 
we must make it personal if we want our work to have meaning 
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It is the first week of classes, and Keith is talking about his plans for 
the "Business and Technical Writing" course he is teaching for the first 
time What he s looking for, he says, is something to "tie the whole 
course together with," but he's not sure what this will be 

I remember in " Problem* in l iterary Criticism" this summer. Phil 
Adams (the graduate professor) would always sjv that all teach- 
ing is based on theory And 1 didn't always agree w ith that be 
cause, particularly w ith a new teacher like myself I don't know 
enough theory to base teaching completely on it I know bits and 
pieces of sewral theories, and ! know ma\he one or two well 
enough so I »ould stt dim n and explain them i learlv to other 
people, but I don I think I have aiu one theory down well enough 
so 1 i an say "{ >k, this i-> what I'm gonna base mv teai hing on " So 
I think - 1 like using a theory but I don • want that to ever constru t 
m\ teaching style because I probably have sfwral theories I'm 
actually using mixed in w ith common sense and m>tinct 

l or Keith, as tor all these TAs, theory seems to be something alien, 
something other people do F'von when they "like using theory." as 
Keith admits he does, they are not entirely lomtortabie with it And 
when thev don't like it, when they're not attracted to theoretical dis- 
* ourse, their associations with theory may be ev en more negative 

In many ways. I'm not surprised b\ this alienation trom theory 
Although I have quoted to students that often-repeated line about 
e\er\t.ne having a theorv, but some just being unaware ot it, I, too, 
have trouble using that word to describe what 1 think and believe 
about writing ami teaching writing Instead, I tend to talk more about 
assumptions, beliefs, understandings all. not accidentally, in their 
plural forms It pressed tor a singular noun I will nearly always* hoose 
philosophy over theory.' and though I've taught tor eighteen years 
now, dest nbing mvsolf as a composition specialist'' for the last tvvolv e 
ot those years, I have never grown entirely comfortable with the con- 
cept ot "composition theory " 

At one point in the course of this project. I actually wrote a little 
e-say about theorv Not an essay, really, but a rant {See the next 
mtenhapter tor more on this ) At the time, I siw no connection be 
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tween that essav and this interview project, but in retrospect, I believe 
they are closely connected. As I listen to these TAs talk about teaching 
writing. I reali/e that they arc in tact theorizing constantly, and this 
realization has led me to understand and accept as theoretical my own 
reflective thinking about teaching writing 

Defining Theory 

Since I'll be using the term "theory." comfortably now, throughout this 
chapter I want to make clear how I'm using it For me, to theorize is 
to enter into a conversation about meanings, whether that conversa- 
tion occurs in the pages of journals, in teacher talk with peers, or in 
silent internal struggles to resolve conflicting goals and purposes. 
Whenever we speculate about what writing means, about how we 
learn it. and about why we teach it m college, we are theorizing, and 
whenever wc act on what we know and believe about writing and 
teaching. v\e .ire acting on theory In this respect, the five TAs I talked 
with were often theorizing, whether they would call it that or not 

I recognize, ot course, that not evorvone will accept mv definition 
ot theory lor some, theorizing oin onh be done in the language ot 
awidemK disburse As one early rev icwer of this manuscript put it, 

.V.idtmiv throretieal Jisimhv is o»mplwateJ and uncommon 
Nvjuse it ts writing agaiiwl the ' rvervdav ' It is required to take 
up a language that is diiteient" so as to mak^ sense ot the 
' £i\rn " The'thi-onst nnist make sense ot tin- esendav in terms 
rhat in- ru*t the evervdjv 

VNhile I appreciate this reader s perspective, I cannot sav that i agree 
with it hr^t, I would argue that theoretical discourse like poetK 
discourse is not inherently different from "everyday" language It is 
different, us, but its ditlerence doesn't inhere in the language- it 
inheres in the context I bus the phrase "make sense.'' which the re 
viewer uses above, mav be theoretical discourse in one context, com- 
munu alive discourse in another Whether to regard it as theoretical 
mav depend as much on the perspective ot the listener as on the 
intentions ot the speaker lor instance, m our conversations, as I've 
alreach mentioned. Meredith otten would end a speculation about 
teaching with the question Does that make sense'" to which I might 
Mr might not respond, depending on the circumstances At tirst. I think 
1 assumed that the phrase was largely phatit in dilution a cue to the 
listener to enter into the conv ersation a request tor a signal to go on 
Hut at some point, I began to hear Meredith's ' I >oes that make sense 7 " 
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a little differently. 1 began to hear tt as meaning making in process, as 
Meredith struggling toward meaning, inviting me to struggle with her. 
She was theorizing. 

And this raises a second point For some, discourse counts as theo- 
retical only \t it is "new." We speak of making knowledge as it there 
were a large cultural pot somewhere that we make collective contribu- 
tions to If someone has already contributed what we have, it doesn't 
"count as knowledge " I have trouble with that For one thing, 1 won- 
der who's holding the pot Who is it who knows it all, who has all the 
theory 7 Who gets to say what is new and what is just old hat 7 What is 
new to Meredith may not be new to me, it's true. And what's new to 
me may not be new to the dissatisfied reviewer But is there nothing 
new at all here 7 Perhaps it's just that this reviewer hasn't learned to 
hear theory in everyday language After ail, isn't that what the canon 
wars are all about - about our failure to hear certain voices? If we grant 
that we now read as "poetry" what was once simply "verse," as "lit- 
erature" what were once only "popular novels," shouldn't we also 
rocogni/e that "theory" may emerge from nontraditional sources as 
welP 

I'll admit that this wasn't always apparent to me In the earlv days 
ot this project. I remember feeling w orried that my interviews with the 
I As rarely touched on what I saw as "substantive" matters Although 
I had made a consuous decision to let them set the agenda tor our 
conversations, 1 began to notice, as I tvped up the transcripts, that 
those conversations often focused more on the TAs'. personal strug- 
gles struggles sueh as I have -described in the preceding chapter - 
than on the subjects covered m our professional journals 

On the one hand, this didn't bother me too much I know it is 
impossible to separate the person from the teacher tn me, and it makes 
sense that the same would be true of others. Besides, what We talked 
about together almost always seemed important Still, as my research 
journal entry ot (Vtober 10 attests. I was sometimes vaguely uneasy 
about the content ot the interviews 

llaltrjif not e*cn halhrau th r m<eh tran^nhn^ Meredith s mtc r 
: tne I take a break and take the t/ey for a walk s<> Utile of this stuff 
alvut u ntitt^ I tn thmkm^ /s it iralh alvut teaJun^ at all 1 After all. 
I m not mitchm^ them teach. I m not hearing what they think at the 
moment ot teaiHm^ at the moment ot responding to a paper All I m 
V»'f?m v » jv the kituis ot things it easy to tiilk afamt afterwards 

I m not sure what was the source ot mv concern (Was 1 afraid the 
project wouldn't be "publishahle" 1 ), but I eventually developed ways 
of dealing with it For one thing, I learned to be patient As the semes 
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tor wore on and the TAs got more comfortable with me and with 
themselves they tendod to become more reflective, more inclined to 
talk openly about what they thought and believed about writing. Also, 
1 allowed myself to venture occasional probes— to raise a question 
hero and there that did not come up "naturally" in our interviews— 
and those probes otten spurred thoughtful responses. Finally, 1 think I 
learned to recognise that even in conversations that were not explicitly 
theoretical that did not touch on matters having to do with how and 
why we teach writing, there were otten implicit themes and issues that 
tied right into the ongoing conversations of the profession. By engag- 
ing the subject in these conversations-— revealing my own doubts, 
playing "devil's advocate," or offering personal anecdotes from my 
experience— 1 would otten find that I was prompting incipient theoriz- 
ing, theorising that lav just beneath the surface of our conversations, 
ready to emerge when the occasion presented itself. 

Resisting Theory 

One reason 1 was sensitive to this issue of theory was because of 
signals from the FAs themselves Except for Keith, who is clearly 
intrigued bv theory though skeptical about its usefulness at this point 
in his career, the f As rarely mention the word "theory" in our inter- 
views, and when they do, it is not in a very positive context Tor 
instance, when 1 ask Peter, early in our interviews what he liked about 
teaching la^t year, he savs. 

i M'neralU |Ust learning bv doing 1 ho w holo idea of tea*, hing, just 
mo* harm altv working through the nuts and bolts with them, in 
ot \ou know there is a time and a place tor the theory, 1 
think that there s *aill a time and a place for theory of teaching and 
pedagog\ in nn career hut ,ntuall\ getting in there and getting 
\ our reel wet and your lingers A\t\\ and scraping around in the 
mini that's v\hat it boils down to 

Mthough Peter does not explain what he means by "theory" here, 1 
siispett troin previous conversations that he is referring to what we 
read in the teaching seminar Mike Rose's lives on the Boundary (WW). 
Peter I Ibow s / nibraungi untunes ( W8ti). Anne Cere's Writing Croup> 
< and C v Knoblauch and I tl Brannon's Rhetorical Tradition** and 

the TeaJiPif of Writing (P'M) Hie latter, especially, seems to have 
exasperated Peter largeK because ot its academic style -and to have 
tormed his notions ot what is meant by ' pedagogical theory " Though 
ho pa\s hp sorxue to tt here, commenting that "there is a time and a 
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place for theory/' he makes it clear in other contexts that he finds most 
readings of this sort irrelevant to the "nuts and bolts" of teaching. 

While Meredith is more likely than Peter to use the word theory in 
a positive context, she, too, harbors some negative associations toward 
it— associations that may derive from the experience of the teaching 
seminar At one point, thinking about how she might design a first- 
vear writing course, she begins to imagine a reader-response ap- 
proach, then stops: 

1 don t know I don't know what— Because now I'm more topic- 
oncntcd I'm more topic -oriented instead of theory -oriented or 
method-oriented or whatever 

Although "theory" may not be quite the word Meredith wants here — 
as her immediate substitution of "method" and "whatever" sug- 
gests— the fact that it even occurs to her as a possible opposite of 
"topic" may reveal something about the way she regards it. For 
Meredith being "topic oriented" seems to mean focusing on the 
"what" and "why" of writing —quest ions that she believes are pri- 
mary, in contrast, being "theory oriented or method oriented or what* 
e\er" means focusing on more technical matters, the "how" of writing 
that she hnds much less interesting. 

For Mike, too, the word "theory " has negative connotations Talking 
about how we learn grammar, he draws an analogy with the different 
approaches to teaching F.SL advocated by two linguists on the faculty 

1 mean we\e got two schtx>ls We've got (Professor) Tanner's 
svhix>l which sdvs that theory and intensive language training is 
w hat s going to give \ou \our second language, and then there's 
the [Protestor] |aa>bs sihix>l that sa\s vou should learn things in 
mntext And I learned more Spanish in three weeks m t 1M4 Rica 
and more about the grammar and how to put things together than 
I would ha\e it I had spent a semester in Spanish 101 

In another context, responding to mv question about whether we 
should tr\ to roach some consensus about how to teach writing, Mike 
sa\ s 

I think th.u s our problem -I think wen* too order -oriented. I 
me in w v \ e got to hue the answer, writing has to be a science 
and sueiue has to haw the answers and it will explain the uni 
\ erse and we will find out what ihe truth is, etc eU etc and every 
time. I think everv time that people get this move towards. "Oh. 
wr t;i<tt,i have a lonsfiiMis," "\Vb\ tan't Johnny read." et* vU 
et* on* e we mo\ e towards tins thing we srrew it up We tan get 
. lose to im, b other up to a cert un point and then we end up w ith 
|UM ,i mess and ' Here s tin* new theory here's the new an- 
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*, we r— -now everybody, li you're anybody who's a professional, 
you d better understand this and apply tt in your classroom." 1 
mean, I don't think there's anything wrong with striving for a 
consensus, but to ask that consensus to be the way that everybody 
teaches is— I mean it doesn't work for me, tt doesn't make sense 
to me 

In many ways this is an intc.esting monologue— and I'll return to it 
later to fill in some of those ellipses. For the moment, all I want to show 
is how Mike uses the word "theory " here— how he associates it with 
order, with answers, with science, with truth— but also with what's 
new and trendy in academic circles. Where did he get that impression, 
I wonder 9 Well I have my suspicions. And they are confirmed when 
Mike jots in the margins of an early version of this manuscript. 
This is what we all m that diss {the teihhmx <*mimr\ were rebelling for 
The i ritual discourse teemed to deny the value of personal theorizing. 

From this mix of reactions, I can see that tor Mike, as for Peter and 
Meredith, ' 'theory" is a problematic term. Indeed, for new teachers, 
"theory" may be so alienating in its language that they want nothing 
to do with it. This seems to be what Peter and Meredith are saying. 
And even when it s attractive, as it is to Keith— and to some extent 
Mtke - it mav seem so elevated, ideah/ed, that it is well beyond 
their ken, or so closely associated with positivistu science that it's not 
applicable to their work. 



Everyday Theorists 

Still, even IAs who resist the word "theory" do think theoretically 
about teaching Meredith, for one, acknowledges that fact when she 
savs, at the end of the semester that she has taught in a manner 
Yonsistent with mv theory " And Mike, too, turns out to be a serious 
evervdav theorist " In the conversation quoted above, tor instance 
the one in whn h he deviates theory with something like academic 
fashion Mike demonstrates some of his most impressive theoretical 
thinking in an entry in mv research log, composed shortly after the 
inter\ tew. I note 

/wim ntonf Mike Week I ? inter, w lie ^vm* to lutve thought more 
jN'u/ writing afout iihjt it s and how rfs lamed, tlum any of the 
others Sji,x he * been domf it :>n e M'J I the tea* »tmy seminar] Ihtn^ 
he ^ thou ght abimt 

different e bet.oeeti I o*nv and Hie ow** and 7r( h 
tuw one 11 M III < u nUn* 
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the difference between wliai you cv learned and wluit vow grade is 

kmc toltege courses relate tit previews writing lours?* 

cvnneitum between writing and reading 

wtuit > SOT teachable 

hnv people learn language 

connection to foreign language* 

lonnection to *peeth 

wfati knowledge of grammar telly t/s 

how teai hers learn to teaih and improve 

that it \ all dynamit 

the politic* of language 

pozver and pedagogy i^ue* 

that wliat uvrks for him may nut nx*rk for others 

relates creative xvniing to comp 

tnte^rate-i more from other cour^exvork 

Ot course, Mike hasn't pulled his ideas together yet, or seen all of their 
theoretical implications, but he is certainly "thinking theoretically" in 
this conversation That is, he is going beyond his own classroom, 
raising questions about the meaning of our work that all writing teach- 
ers eventually face 

Although Keith, Alex, and Peter have also given thought to many 
ot these theoretical questions, thev are somewhat less likely than Mike 
and Meredith to talk explicitly or at length about them Partly, this may 
be due to personality My impression, drawn from reading their teach- 
ing journals in the graduate seminar, is that both Mike and Meredith 
are unusuallv reflective people, accustomed to engaging in internal 
dialogues about both persona! and professional matters Hut personal- 
itv is only part of the story Another factor that affects the level ot 
theorizing these teachers do is the extent to which thev are comfortable 
with the course thev are teaching 

While none ot the I As could be said to be perfectly comfortable 
with their i nurses - perhaps no teacher ever is- it is Mike and 
Meredith who feel the most dissonance between their own implicit 
theories anil the assumptions underlying the courses they are teach- 
ing It is thev, then, who possess the greatest incentive to explore 
theoretical questions, as a way ot resolving that sense of dissonance 

Dissonant Theorists 

V\hat does it mean tor teachers to be "comfortable" with the course 
thev an- teaching* l-ssentullv. it means that the course "makes sense" 
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to them that it* purposes, methods, and underlying assumptions 

ScS "mp-t.bk. with their experience as wnters. their mtellectual 

hickuround and the.r ideological commitments 

Fx'pe enced teachers wUI often know ngh, away how ^ 

the pn>«ram-es F KV W Uv m programs where the PU^^T ttaK 

nd underivm^ assumptions ot writing courses are not only t.rrn 
lit but'actuall/woven into the ?«^^^- 
t..*ts program uuideltnes. and in-service workshops. But * hen teacn 
rs ;r nexpenenc^. and when program phdosoph.es are only 
Z2 art.cula.ed. e.ther by neglect or design. , , harder tor teachers 

* 7:^X7^^%^ of sensing the.r own comfort 
. .vel , one th it h*s not been easy In some respects, our program « 
to, o th looselv articulated" ones On the one hand, we offer new 
, s o. guidance They part.c.pate in an ^TZT^'Jl 

and the texts thev are asked to use 
The Program in the Mind 
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expected to teach "the research paper" in 102, though our program 

ESSE I onXy uY " s,udents can «p«* to -p>^ ■EST 

sea x h their subjects before writing" in «fl composition courses ) 

on l\ h Sen " e J hat teX,bO0ks Sh ° uld excrt a siron 8 »nfl«once 

on teachers. Because the text is something teachers use nearly every 

da>, they knovv it much more intimately than they know the program 

handbook, the fall workshop materials, or the theoretical reading" 

; i" he one-semester teaching seminar Besides, as Bob Con- 
nors (1986) has observed, until recently the only "real training" mosi 
omposmon teachers got "came from the rules and tenets found in the 
e books they asked their students to buy" (190). Although most 
teachers these days get a little more training, programs with limited 
resourves otter, still rely on textbooks to help new* teachers struT^ re 
he,r courses In fact, one reason we chose our 101 textbook was bZ 
cause we thought .t offered new teachers such support • 

As ,t turns out, though, even the most supportive textbook can get 
in the way of the teacher, and when the TAs 1 talked with felt teuton 
between the.r .mplic, tha.ics and those of the course hey were 
ea hmg. hev wen- most hkely to express ,» ln terms of their dissatis- 
ac ,on w,th the text This „ not to say that the text is the on.v JE£. 
. tens,on-or even that ,t is me primary source. As I talked with L 
As. was always aware that, because I was so closely ident.fied with 
J , S <hey ™ *™ to express d,ssat ls faction with 

asp as of the program I was responsible for Although I tried hard to 

he n o ,° CX P res -? m R 0 ^ nl .V «"y own dissatisfactions w„h 

h. program and assuring them of mv mterest in their views. I suspect 
hev may have found it convenient, occasionally, to express their theo- 
rem al dissonance w.th the program ,n terms of disagreement with the 
anonvmous textbook authors And ,n some cases, they 1^ 
understated that divigreement } 



The Well-Dressed Theorist 

tZ™n A !?u nCVPr f tUd " y «™ersat.«ns about matters I 

h.n e called theoretical -general issues having to do w.th what writing 
s. how we learn it. and why we teach it — I assumed. ,n the beg.nnine 
that he was less theoretically onented than some of the other TAs To 

It r. when I decide- to test my assumption by ra.smg some of these 
qu.M.oas myself, discover that Alex does have ideas on these sub- 
lets He ,ust hasn t brm.ght them up in our interviews 
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In the last chapter, 1 spoke of the particular perspective Alex brings 
to his relationships with students— a perspective that struck me as 
"healthy" or perhaps just unusually mature. In many ways, he brings 
that same perspective to the course he is teaching Although he may 
internalize stress about some things {I keep remembering those stom- 
ach problems), nothing he says gives me reason to believe that he has 
really serious conflicts with the 101 course or with the composition 
program as he has constructed it. 

Last year, Alex had resisted the course a little— but that was largely 
because he had negative associations with composition from his high 
school and early college background. In high school he says, "I hated 
English, cause it was mostly grammar and 1 hated grammar." In 
college he took first-year English and got an A, but his memories are 
hardly positive. 

I don't remember much about it, to be honest I don't even remem- 
ber the papers that 1 wrote. I don't think I even have them any- 
more You got em, you looked at the grade and ppf ft— tossed. The 
only thing 1 remember is once you handed m the paper that was 
it -there was no revision She said, "You're gonna stand on how 
you do right here, right now, and that's it" 1 mean, she says, "You 
can learn fatm my comments and the mistakes on this page, but 
vim have to apply that to the next paper " And that's the one thing 
1 remember most about it 

It was only m creative writing classes that Alex was able to rediscover 
the enthusiasm for writing that he had felt as a boy writing hemic 
fantasy stones to accompany his "Dungeons and Dragons" games. 

Given his experience, it is little wonder that Alex arrived at gradu- 
ate school with a firm conviction that composition and creative writing 
are two different animals, and a belief that what he had come to 
understand about writing through his creative writing courses would 
be in conflict with the composition course he was assigned to teach. In 
the first semester practicum, Alex was one of several TAs, all interested 
in creative writing, who resisted the notion that comp and creative 
writing could be closely related 

We wanted to be creative writing teachers and had not reconciled 
ourselves to composition and did not really want to accept what 
composition was I think that was my problem But the more that 
1 *ot into it— I >;uess it started in 102 more than 101 'cause too 
nuuh was going on to sit and think about tt — but the more I went 
through 102 the more I started thinking, "No, there isn't much 
difference in the writing " 



6.S 



Seeing Yourself a* a Trot her 



Actually, the approach to writing that Alex seems to espouse is 
much more linear and skills-oriented than our program is designed to 
be Where he pu ked up that approach, I don't know (his friend Mike 
say** he's just a "rules-oriented person") but I do recognize the lan- 
guage Alex uses, and I suspect that those composition classes he hated 
mav have influenced him more than he realizes. 

\ou need that beginning, you need to start off slow, and work 
\our way and get comfortable and then move up to the next stage 
I kmda told them it's like, OK, tirst I had to learn how to tell a 
story Next I had to learn how to write dialogue Then I had to 
learn how to mix dialogue in with writing a story Then I had to 
learn about all the elements that go into a story Said, that's the 
same process First you're gonna learn how to express your ideas 
Then you're gonna have to learn how to express your ideas in a 
well reasoned fashion \ou know, one point leads to another to 
another to another to your conclusion Then you're gonna have to 
mix different subject matters with different writing strategics, it's 
all this sort of progressive thing, it's kmda like learning - the one 
I hate to use but I use anyway is the drinking beer The only way 
\ou can learn how much beer you can drink is by drinking too 
mm h And then as \ou get older, you get to recognise these stages 
of inebriation And it's the same with w ntmg The more vou wnte, 
the niivv you rev ogni/e different stagts 

Having reconciled his views of composition and creative writing, 
Alex is now relativel\ comfortable with the 101 course Although he 
does not always agree with the textbook and thinks its language is 
unnecessarily academic at times, he finds its assignments reasonable 
and likes the way it treats writing as a "building process." Though he 
savs he hasn't alwavs made the be a use oi the text, he thinks he can 
use it better in the future 

I have to sit down and try to use materials that [the text) has 
provided I might not do the assignment the exact way that thev 
have it slated, but 1 ian probably use their examples :o suit my 
purpose better than 1 have That's one of the things I'm gonna 
work on 

lor Alex, the bottom line is always simple "It you can present your 
uitMN- clearly, that's all that counts I mean, that's what writing is, I 
think " As he tells his students. 

If vou rv gonna be a professional, you're gonna need to wnte 
letters, write memos If you're gonna be an\ thing in the sciences 
vou re gonna tuvd to wnte papers Vui'rv gonna have to tell 
iwrvKxh what \ou re doing And you're gonna have to be able 
to do that ^ learlv and « om iselv 
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When I ask Alex how he would respond to students who o:gue that 
they don't need Comp i, then, since they can learn these things in 
"fiusmess and Technical Writing/' he replies: 

I tell them about my expenence (in) creative writing, that even 
though I have had vears. five and six yean* of writing workshops. 
I'm still learning, and I had my composition way back as a fresh- 
man under^rad t<x\ and it's just, it's the repetition. The more you 
write the mure you recognize your mistakes, and the more you 
learn how to correct them at the creation stage Whereas if you 
jump right into 209, you're gonna be competing with students 
who went through and have had this, these two semesters or one 
semester ot getting used to the process of writing 

It I were to paraphrase Alex's theoretical position, based on what he 
savs here, I might do it this way. Writing is a craft, a set of skills that 
we learn through practice In a composition course, or a sequence of 
composition courses, students get that practice. As long as the teacher 
is willing to be a little flexible, and as long as the students take advan- 
tage of the opportunities presented to them f they will learn. 

Ciiven the simplicity of Alex's theory and the extent to which it 
meshes with the theory he sees underlying the text and the program, 
there is little sense ot dissonance in his teaching, and thus apparentlv 
little reason to explore theoretical questions. In the course ot our con- 
versations, Alex rarelv mentions any readings or discussions from the 
leaching seminar, and never raises those nagging questions about the 
nature ot teaching writing that sometimes torment his peers It ts only 
later, when he reads an earlv draft ot this chapter, that Alex writes: 

/ rr nw I vutNs J needed to experience temh:n% myself Mh as a writer 
and as j theorist I wanted to hair u>mi/hwiw> before I washed them 
a\wM others Ihiit tray, I urn evaluate and *a\t. "Oh yeah trial's where 
I rne^ed up If I didn t do that. \ felt, I uvuld be h*t in someone ehe'y 

s r 'MV.-f self 

I rom this it seems to me that Alex still sees theory as something 
outside himselt, something that he must "put on" as he would put on 
a jacket or he In tact, he usos juM thi> language when he says he views 
theorv ,h a tomplement Itkc a uue tie to a good *>utt " Theory in Alex's 
view, mav i omplete experience, pull it together the way the right tie can 
pull together the colors m a shirt, jacket, and pants, but it cannot 
substitute lor experience theory cannot he the suit." he writes in the 
margin ot the manuscript /' if thr prrvn beneath /*» /<M " 
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Rhetorician in Training 

Like Alex, Keith seems not to have felt serious tensions between the 
courses he taught last year and the implicit theories of teaching writing 
that he brought with him from undergraduate school. In fact, with his 
emphasis on the need for motivation, constant practice, and clear 
communication, he sounds very much like Alex 

See, my attitude about writing is that it's like speaking another 
language, and the best way to improve is to do it, and through 
practice . you get better. So I think a good deal of teaching 
writing is motivating students to write. That sounds simplistic, 
I'm sure. And then, in responding [to a business letter], when 
somebody does something that — well, I don't like to use the term 
"wrong" but, for lack of a better term — when [itj seems they're 
[being) tot) familiar or being too friendly, I point thai out and say 
that in this situation, this part of your style is going to cause a 
pmblem in communication 

Of all the TAs, Keith is the one who talks about theory most explic- 
itly Though he sometimes speaks of theory in negative terms, as in his 
occasional shots at Dernda and poststructuralist literary theory, he 
seems to have a fascination with the idea of theory and he is clearly 
interested m how and why we teach writing Still, had he been teach- 
ing 101 this semester, Keith might have felt as little need as Alex for a 
unifying theory to base his teaching on. it is this new course, "Business 
and Technical Writing," that creates the dissonance that lures him into 
theoretical waters. 

1 wanted to Unci something that 1 could tie the whole course 
together with Tanner [a young linguist in the department] uses 
that theon of communication which is a very complicated prag- 
matic theory I found out I don't understand it well enough 
mvself to explain it clearly to students But I'm going to use a 
communication theor\ invoking the use of the "you attitude. " 
when we're talking about business letters and memos — writing 
things where you're trying to get a certain response out of people 
I think I can support about anything using thai theory 

A It ho* gh he sees theory as a practical device, a way of providing 
coherence in a i ourse that could be hard to manage, Keith also relieves 
that theories arc useful only it you understand them, and in this 
respect he feels a little limited The linguist's theory, attractive as it is 
in many ways, is more sophistu a ted than Keith is ready for at the 
moment, so he pares it down, simplifies it to the "you attitude" con- 
cept, whuh he thinks will serve his purpose In its reduced form, 
Keith's "viui attitude" theory - essentially a rhetorical approach based 
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on appeai to audience— gives him the perspective he needs to envision 
the course as a whole and thus to launch himself into the semester 

When 1 ask Keith what he means by the "you attitude/' a concept 1 
recognize as a fairly standard staple of business communications text- 
books, he says 

Well that s |u<t it 1 don't understand it that well myself [Tanner] 
goes ott onto all these overlays, and I wonder how well his stu- 
dents understand it. But it's kind of like the— Well, you know the 
stress in the (101 textbook) v-n audience and making the — espe- 
cially when you're writing a business letter — making the person 
who's reading that letter think he or she is the most important 
person in the world, subtly, you know, not like 3 sweepstakes 
letter or something. But subtly And he does that with business 
letters, memos, resumes, everything. 

Although he doesn't use the term "rhetorical/' it seems to me that 
Keith sees the "you attitude" as a basic rhetorical strategy, part of a 
broader approach which regards writing as geared toward communi- 
cation and centered in considerations of purpose and audience. For his 
immediate needs, this approach makes sense to Keith, and it jibes with 
his layperson's notions of what generally goes wrong in business and 
technical writing notions that were reinforced recently when he re- 
ceived a poorly written letter from the university's Office of Continu- 
ing Fdu^ation, thanking him tor teaching a summer course at the local 
Air Force base 

I thought ' 1 his is great. I can use this. I can find n?al examples of 
business letters and memos and resumes that are really obwously 
done poorly, and we can use those in class and look at those 1 as 
things to a coid and start tn>m there " So it sort of took some of the 
pressure ott Rather than me trying to come up with some kind of 
original theory or borrow someone's theory I didn't completely 
understand. I was able to get a more pr actual idea, and when 1 go 
home to \isit mv parents. I m going to pillage their old files, from 
different business centimes, and s^-e how much 1 can bnng back 

From the way he talks about theory here, it is clear that Keith has two 
somewhat different definitions of theory In the hands of others, peo- 
ple more knowledgeable than he is, theory might be comprehensive, 
might in fact orgam/e knowledge in broadly systematic ways. This is 
something he is interested m, something he will later pursue, in fact, 
when he applies to a graduate program in linguistics at another school, 
but pragmatuallv it's not something he can devote time to now Now, 
he must get on with tea* hing this new course, and for this purpose, a 
more pragmatic working theory will suffice 
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Still, Keith is aware that his "you attitude" approach will take him 
only so far. In acknowledging that his working theories "sound sim- 
plistic," and in commenting repeatedly that he's always learning more 
that he doesn't know, Keith seems always to be leaving the door open 
for further reflection, further theorizing 

Theorizing as a Dialogic Process 

Although Keith s attraction to theory at first seems primarily technical, 
related to his interest in communications, discourse analysis, and lin- 
guistics, he also has a philosophical side That side is very much in 
evidence late in the semester, when Meredith joins us for a couple of 
sessions On one of these occasions, questions about how to teach 
writing give way to questions about why, as Meredith's persistent 
challenges and my nudgings force Keith to consider how he defines 
good writing and what he sees as the end of teaching. 

In one conversation, when I ask Keith and Meredith a question I had 
asked Mike — whether consensus is desirable or even possible among 
writing teachers - Keith draws on his weight -training experience to 
respond 

You It ha\e to pardon me tor using; another lifting analogy, but I 
always Ker\ kid I've ever been a round who wants to start 
lilting is always convinced that somewhere out there is somebody 
who knows the perfect program, that if you only will follow that 
program, you'll achieve e\ er\ thing you want, get as strong as you 
want and as big as \ou want, and that's just not true But I think 
writing is similar in that lifting and writing more than anything 
ekf require practice, but each individual has a different svt of 
buttons to push 

Soon, the subject turns to what the goal of a writing course should be, 
and Meredith prods Keith to follow through on his weight lifting anal- 
og v What is the goal ot weight lifting* What is the finished product* 
What does "getting better" mean 7 

f : or Keith, these are not easy questions to answer As in wetghthft- 
ing, he suggests, the goals of individuals vary The teacher may be 
trying to get students to express themselves clearly, but students mav 
be more interested in getting an A in the class 

The goals, 1 think, tome into conflict How do you, how do you 
grade expression 1 When vou read a paper and it's clear and the 
writing is gixnl but the real expression underlying it all is [pause-] 
nothing it's jvjsi one ot these people who t an sit down and there's 
an A p.i per 
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As he goes on to talk about this particular dilemma, Meredith con- 
fronts him with another one: "What's an A paper?" 

Keith I'm not sure (laughs). 1 was just thinking, you've got these 
student* whose goal it is to get an A and if you really want 
them to be thinking deeply about things and expressing them- 
selves honest I v, and baring their emotions a little bit, and some- 
one writes a really fine paper as far as mechanics and 
everything go, but it's got that certain emptiness about it, like 
"I just did this for the grade, I'm not going to bare my feelings 
to anyone — " 

Meredith It s not necessarily about banng feelings 

Keith Well I'm not talking about banng feelings in the sense of, 
"Here I am" [makes an open gesture!, but ! mean thinking 
deeplv about an issue So many of the times, some of us would 
talk about students' reactions, especially in freewntmg, to the 
Gulf War or the [anti-gay) chalking on campus, there wasn't 
much substance behind what they were saying 

Meredit h Then it's not an A paper You mean that it's written verv 
well in terms of grammar and in terms of — 

Keith I'm not saying that it's g<x>d writing in general, but for 
emptv writing it's good (Meredith laughs ) What I'm saying is. 
how do you get a^ ro^s to these students the difference between 
what the\ re writing and writing that gt>es the next step How- 
do \ou teath that 1 

Mere ensues an extended discussion of whether it's possible to call 
emptv writing "good," with Meredith, ever the Socratic questioner, 
leading Keith into a classic philosophical dilemma 

Meredith S«h\ I still don't even see »hat as, 1 mean, this is what 
really bugs me because vou want to call that good writing, 
[but] it's not g<H>d writing, I mean it's — OK. if it's well con- 
sented and it's— is that vshat you're tr\ing to sav, well -con 
slur ted sfntemes or something"* 

Keith Well, what I'm saving is. it s a kind of writing that, 1 mean 
vou re looking for something that you, as hard as you try, it's 
difficult to put into words, an element of. m the paper, in their 
expression that is so intangible it s difficult to explain And 
ihe\ just don t get it but other than that thes 're. it's a good 
paper ! mean we ian t even put our finger on it 

Meredith You re talking about "voue" maybe 

Keith Well, who knows what I'm talking about [laughs] 1 I've 
gotten in over rm head, I can see that 

At this point, to use another ot Keith's sports metaphors, Meredith has 
him in deep water. I he philosopher in her pose> questions that he has 
no reach answers tor. and he teels momentarily out ot his depth 
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But Keith is not really "in over his head" in this conversation He 
just seems to be talking about two things at once, the "utilitarian" 
goals of his "Business and Technical Writing" class, where "clear ex- 
pression" means successful communication to an audience, and the 
more personal goals of a liberal arts education, where "honest expres- 
sion" means, among other things/ willingness to confront emotions 
Unlike Meredith, who cannot imagine reconciling these goals, Keith 
sees nothing contradictory in them. Given what he calls his "diverse" 
personal background, in tact, they both make perfect sense to him 

In Praise of Diversity 

For Keith, who is .discreetly open about being gay, his diverse back- 
ground comes about largelv because of his sexual orientation. As he 
explains 

1 m a pnMt-hfr s kid, and rm tamilv is mostly prett\ conservative 
"v) 1 - -about a lot of things. 1 still have pretty siraightlaced corvser- 
\ative values, hut about olher things, ohviouslv (laughs] I don't 
And \ don't rvallv tit neatlv into anvbixU's slot on the political 
spectrum 

Beiause of his consen ative background, keith frequently finds him- 
self challenged bv other graduate students, who tend to congregate at 
the left end ot the political spectrum Although thcv respect him for his 
intelligence, thought fulness, and humor, they sometimes don't know 
what to do \%ith this gentle weightlifter who spent two years in the 
Armv, supports the Persian Gulf War, defends Keaganomics, and de- 
spises bigotry in any form 

Though occasionally annoyed bv his peers' "political correctness." 
keith seems for the most part to enjoy disturbing their categories 
What they may see as contradictory m his character, he sees as a source 
of strength A I one point, when I ask him whether he believes teaching 
is political, he responds 

Vah m the sense that a liberal arts ediu ahon ts supposed to open 
up new hon/ons tor \ou and enable vou to think critically about 
dixerse issues espcualls about issues that \ou don't want to 
think wntualU about (laughs] 1 think classes are a lot more 
interesting when vou're talking about things that have political or 
ideologit al or v alue basis, something that people are going to feel 
strongis about I'm gonna have to keep reminding my-»elf next 
semester [when I U\uh IP2| not to be getting up on am kind of 
s«>apbnx no matter what direction discussion takes because I'd 
hkt to mtrndine different issues and espeuallv bring up how 
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minority groups view, what their uew ot America i& and Amen- 
i an scxietv, wh.it it means to he American 

Because of his dissonant experience, both as a gay male in a homopho- 
bic culture, and as a conservative preacher's kid in a 'libera! academic 
culture. Keith is especially sensitive to issues ot cultural difference 

It bothers me when, as a student. I express an opinion and other 
students gang up on me or something . When that happens in a 
class I'm teaching when someone expresses an opinion, even 
though I don't agree with them once it starts to seem like a 
group of people ganging up and attacking, I'll sometimes very 
suhtK almost take the other person's point of view instead of 
letting them slip into this mob mentality . just [to] make it clear 
that this is simph another way ot viewing reality or culture or 
w hutever it is 

Perhaps because he is open to ditterence, open to cultural diversity, 
Keith is also open to many theories of teaching writing 

I think one ot the neat things about composition is e\ervbody has 
mi many ideas, and some ot them, as far as I'm concerned, are 
cra/v and <*rewy, hut the\ re all prettv interesting And I can't 
remember anvruniv who had nothing to offer me in terms ot sorm* 
idea* 1 might trv out 

When he leaves the following summer, to begin his linguistics pro- 
gram at another university, Keith will take up a new challenge teach- 
ing minority students in an Educational Opportunities Program To 
reach these new students- -quite different from the ones he has been 
teaching at our university— he will need new pedagogical theories, 
and as he tells me when he comes in to say good-bye, this is a challenge 
he's looking forward to. 

Return of the Repressed Romantic 

At the opposite end ot the pedagogical spectrum from Alex and Keith 
is Peter Where Alex feels generally comfortable with Ins teaching, 
Peter often seems to ?evl uncomfortable Where Keith is intrigued bv 
theory in general. Peter seems almost hostile to it At first, this appears 
to undercut my ow n theory that dissonance breeds interest in theoreti- 
cal questions, but when I look beyond the actual language Keith and 
Peter use. I see that Peter raises theoretical issues perhaps more often 
than Keith does he |ust doesn't see that these are theoretical issues 
and that taking an overtly theoretical stance might be the best way of 
dealing with them 
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Coming from an undergraduate background in creative writing and 
journalism, Peter was one of those tn the first-semester practicum who 
shared Alex's skepticism about composition But unlike Alex, who 
strms to have overcome his skepticism and discovered connections 
between creative writing and composition, Peter still associates com- 
position with the prescriptive pedagogy he always hated For him. the 
101 textbook isn't just a little constraining, it's downright stifling For 
instance, he likes the idea of having students read strong model es- 
savs — such an approach is consistent with his background in creative 
writing- but he doesn't really like many of the example essays in the 
text Most of all, he dislikes the text's way of abstracting certain "basic 
features" from those essavs and then s\skmg students to include those 
features in their own essays. For Peter, such an approach smacks of 
"recipes" 

Deep down i aside I think, Is this really gonna even matter, what 
I suv to them, vou know about this unit' Are they getting anything 
tit all from this unit besides reading the short stones [or essays) 
that are included 1 " Those (models], to me, are. you know, 
foundations, cornerstones of building on that unit, and the ques- 
tions that the\ put after that are very helpful, but this other stuff 
.1 hi tut. the recipe type "-tuff —two eggx half cup of milk, that kind 
of junk. I'm thinking to mvself. "\\\ tiod," \ou know. ' Am I just 
deluding mvself thinking that they're even gonna learn anything 
!r»»m this"*"' and I really toil with that, and it really bothers me, 
because, vou know, it s not like math, and it's not like snence. 
v\ here \ou can spew forth all this stuff. This is a very, very squish v. 
vou -can shape it anv -which- wa\ - vou -want type of field, and you 
know, how t-m you grade different clay sculptures in Plav IV»h, 
vou know when it's out of their minds onto paper, vou know, like 
what thev re doing in writing I realty struggle with that 

If he insists that his students write with certain rhetorical features in 
mind. Peter worries that he will stunt their enthusiasm and creativity 

If thev don t include those (features), I'm wondering if I should 
penah/e them tor not including thi>se and kind of going oft on 
their own way, because I don't want to-- inside 1 want to let them 
spread their wings, and if 1 feel like I'm cU>sing them down, mv 
worst tear is that I m gonna shut em down even further tor tht* 
rrM of the i" I ass jnd that thev re gonna be verv timid about the 
following papers 

When I ask Peter what approach to teaching he might find more 
appealing, he responds "I hats the hard question, because I don't 
think vou can teach it necessarily in the classroom environment " 
Probably, he savs. the onlv wav to teach writing meaningfully is 
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through conferences. There, the teacher can "help slide somebody in 
one direction and another, the way a lot of the creative writing teachers 
do it when they do independent studies " That one-on-one conferenc- 
ing- " along with the writing groups, I am still a fan of the writing 
groups" -is the core of Peter's pedagogy About anything else, he 
remam> profoundly skeptical 

As I listen to Peter offer his views, hesitantly, apologetically. ! find 
myself wishing he had come along twenty years earlier. In the early 
1970s, he would have been in his element Reading Ken Macro rie and 
Donald Murray. John Schultz and the early Peter Flbow, he might not 
have felt the alienation he now feels from both his text and hts teaching 
seminar For Peter as tor those pioneers in composition studies now- 
labeled "romantics" or "express vists," the real role of the writing 
teacher is to motivate, to inspire, to help students overcome fears and 
writing blocks and develop confidence in themselves as writers. 

When they try to do something different instead of staying "nor 
m.il." rhev try to go out of the way and do something a little hit 
more avant-garde or artsy or whales er It's nice to see them try to 
spread their wings a little bit It's one thing to see the little spar- 
rows on the ground just kind of walking around, but v\hen they 
^tart Happmg and they're still not going but they 're at least flap- 
ping. it"*» exciting And I like to see that 

Although he doesn't tee! support for his theories in the textbook or in 
the teaching seminar it is not hard to see where Peter's pedagogical 
ideas come from. Even more than Keith and Alex, Peter base-* his 
implicit theories on hts own personal writing background 

The Call of Stories 

Although Peter often refers to the yvriting he's engaged in now. either 
for graduate classes or on his own. he doesn't say much about his 
v\ nttng background until I ask him to tell me about it "I seem to have 
the be^t memories from writing creatively." he says "By that I mean, 
like, just stones " A couple of those stories have turned up recently, 
and Peter laughs as he tells me about them, but most of his school 
y> riling was not particularly memorable 

Most of the other stuff, it was kinda old s t h<M>| t rap Single lines, 
double underlines, i before e"- all that other grammar crap ^> 
the writing wasn't that miuh fun I do remember reading more 
than anything 
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Peter's positive associations with reading stones were formed very 
early when his mother and elementary school teachers would read 
stones aloud Then there was a long gap, in the grammar-intensive 
junior high years, be to re writing became "fun" again In high school 
Peter remembers interesting assignments, like 

"Write a report J bout my favorite n>ck group and why," and 
"Dissect the lyrics of a song " And that was a lot of fun. I remem- 
ber that That was tenth-grade English. 

Later he savs, 

It was a lot of fun in high school, because the teachers there were 
like. 'Wow" — it was reallv good, there was a tot less emphasis on 
that grammar crap and more on the writing itself, and I think that 
reflects with my students, too They really like the story that thev 
wrote [for the first assignment) 

Because of the positive associations he has had with story writing, 
Peter is eager to give his students similar opportunities - opportuni- 
ties to "spread their wings," take some chances, try "artsv" things with 
language For this reason he began the semester with a "creative writ- 
ing" assignment that seems to have been the highlight of the semester 
tor both him and his students When i ask him why he thinks that 
assignment worked so well, he responds with his characteristic jumble 
ol metaphors 

Well, it could have been just simply because tt was the beginning 
of the schiH»l year — thev were all excited as puppies at Christmas, 
vou know But I think that because thev kmda had free rein- 
Thev've eavh got this horse, and thev can go wherever thev want 
w ith that horse ^x) they hop on and thev juM go Some of *em go 
slow, some of em go like a Kit outta hell, and thev' re just real 
Ivppv about having that freedom But when vou start putting 
constraints on them for their writing. "OK, you write this paper, 
it's got to he at least, it should include the following, it should 
have such and sm h of a tone " And then it starts whittling down 
It seems like it's progressively whittling down on their enthusi- 
asm tor the course when vou start slapping on a couple of ankle 
weights, "OK, now, vou can only wear a bright red coat when 
vou re out thereon the horse, plus the ankle weight, plus vou have 
to have a purple hat - vou can't have a black hat, vou can t have 
a white hat— so evervbi>dv's gotta wear purple, and make sure 
that when vou go around this tree vou go around tt from right to 
left and not from left to right when vow come to it " And 1 say. 
' When vou get to that trough bv the m*ek, vou can't take a drink 
out of u. vou can go through it, but you can't stop and take a 
drink " All these little stupid coastraints. not stupid necessarily, 
but some of them maybe are in their eves stupid constraints, like 
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(the 101 te\th<x>kl is perhaps trying to give them pointers on what 
makes a good paper, but maybe some of them, especially some of 
the more advanced students, might want to say "the hell with it" 
and go on their own 

The theory that Peter gives tor beginning with this "creative'' assign- 
ment is that it gives the students the freedom they need to develop 
confidence, overcome their fear of writing before they move on to 
more "object i\ e" forms Ironically, though, this theory doesn't seem to 
have worked with Peter. Although he feels fairly confident about the 
short stories he's producing for his creative writing workshop, IVter 
admits he has an "attitude" about critical analysis, and this attitude is 
causing him problems m graduate school. On the one hand, he's aware 
ot how his experience affects his students. "I don't want what's hap- 
pening to me to happen to them," he tells me But on the other hand, 
he clearlv doesn't loci enough confidence in his own academic writing 
to teach from what he knows. Consequently, he's thrown back on the 
textbook, whose "recipes" and "constraints" he doesn't believe in 

As 1 listen to Peter voice his frustrations. 1 hear him raising serious 
issues 1 low important ts academic writing 7 How do we learn it' Wow- 
do we sequence writing activities in meaningful ways* But when I trv 
to nudge our conversation* into more explicitly theoretical territory, 
asking IVter to expand on his critique of the textbook, or prodding him 
to recall something we had talked about in the teaching seminar, he 
doesn't take the cue it's not as it he's unwilling to theon/e about his 
own experience— in a way. his metaphors are theoretical discourse It's 
just that he's not able, or perhaps not ready, to hear the voices ot 
others, and this is something he shares with several of his peers trom 
last \ ear's seminar 



1 have mentioned before Peter's resistance to the TA seminar texts 
Fuept for Mike Rose, whose style he found engaging, he had little 
fcood to sav about the seminar readings, most of which he found dull 
and boring a far crv trom the Raymond Carver stories he preferred 
to read And Peter was not alone in this opinion Among the twelve 
I As in the teaching seminar last spring, few seemed to find the theo- 
retical reading engaging Though their journal entries were usually 
thoughtful and intelligent, their responses tended to take off on tc 
gents trom the readings rather than engage them directly In fact, a 
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said in the preface, I often had the feeling that they were only skim- 
ming the texts I assigned, reading just enough to write a journal re- 
sponse and then turning back to what they considered the "real texts" 
tor the course — their own classrooms, their own students, their own 
stones 

Actually, I am fairly sympathetic to such resistance Most inexperi- 
enced TAs feel frustrated and insecure about their teaching— and 
about their own graduate work, as well Their attention during these 
first semesters is on immediate matters how to get students to stop 
cutting classes, how to deal with plagianzcrs, how to respond to a peer 
who criticizes their handling of a situation, how to manage their time 
With these matters and others demanding their immediate attention, 
is it any wonder they find their own stories more compelling than 
Cere's history of writing gmups or Knoblauch and Brannon's dis- 
course on the dev elopment of modern rhetoric 0 

And my sense is that they do learn a good deal fmm their own 
stones For instance, Peter seems to have a reasonable theory about 
what made him a writer, listening to his mother read stories as a child, 
trying out his own Tories, being urged to spread his wings, to take 
chances, to write like he talks, to share his writing with peers. He even 
seems to be aware of the limitations of his experience, regretting that 
his one-semester required undergraduate writing course offered no 
exposure to the kind of academic writing he is now being asked to do 
Still, like Keith's "you attitude" theory, Peter's stones can only take 
him si. tar Ihey don't give him what he s C ems to need most at this 
point in his career a way of contextuali/ing his frustrations, under- 
standing them in the light ot other stories that both corroborate and 
challenge his implicit pedagogical theories 

Subverting the Text 

While Peter onlv senses that his own theories ot writing are at odds 
with the course he is teaching. Meredith is sure of it Still, she is 
reluctant to admit this to me As she says in one of our earliest inter- 
views, "| still have a sense [thatj I should censor certain stuff, you 
know, before 1 tell vou " because she is a little more secure in her 
teaching than Peter is. however, she soon finds herself telling me about 
a letter she has been writing to a friend at another school 

I sjtd I wanted to throw the textb<x>k away It says (reading from 
the letter) 'I skimmed the romp hmk yesterday and felt like 
throwing up (laughs) I just felt like chucking the textbook com- 
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pletelv" Then I wrote "subvertly*' I don't even think that's a 
word.' "I don't even see any reason to pretend that I'm bound by 
the textrx>ok this semester " 

Because she was so unhappy with the designated 101 textbook last 
vear Meredith opted for an alternative this semester but she's already 
unhappy with it "This is just as bad as [the first textl, only there's less 
of it So what's the difference'" 

As she goes on to talk about this issue, it becomes clear that her 
dissatisfaction is not just with the text but with the course itself. "What 
exactly is 10P" she asks Last year, a student told her it felt like a 
repeat of high school and she suspects that the student may be right 
When 1 ask how she might redesign the course if she had the freedom 
to do so, she has a clearer idea than Peter does of where she would like 
to take it 

Well. ! was thinking a lot about this reader response stuff that we 
did with Thil, and 1 thought that I learned so much in there. e\en 
though I wasn't— I mean some of the stuff we read I wasn t 
thrilled with, but I think I would set it up that way. where we 
would |ast have ditterent sources like film and literature, anci 
(maudible) where thev would just write I think I would set it 
up like that somehow, where they were doing journals eonstanth 
,n response to whatever we wen* reading or string or- And then, 
I don't know, t don't know what-- Because now I'm more topic - 
onented 1 have these, 1 look at the book chapters and I pick, you 
know topics that fit with the book chapters Shi I'm more topic - 
onented instead of theory -oriented or method -oriented or what- 
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1 ater, Meredith will recall that her dissatisfaction with these 101 texts 
parallels her dissatisfaction with some ot the readings for the teaching 
seminar last spring With some of those authors, she had been so 
impatient that she simply stopped reading When she did, she would 
"confess" to this in her journal, almost daring me to call her on it In 
other semesters, as 1 said in the preface, I probably would have, but 
because 1 was burned out myself that semester, 1 didn't have the 
energy to deal with such rebellions. And besides Meredith's provoca- 
tive discourses on the uselessness of the readings sometimes had as 
much theoretical content as anything 1 had assigned the class to read. 
Impressed with the quality of her thought, I gave in-not realizing 
until later that though she was stretching me in this process, she herself 
might have profited from some stretching in return 

As for the sounes of Meredith's impatience with the readings, I 
suspect they were multiple. Like Peter, she balked at the language she 
was reading though not quite for the same reasons As Peter himself 
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acknowledged, part of his resistance to academic discourse was due to 
his inexperience with it At his undergraduate school, there was only 
one required composition course, which emphasized personal writing, 
and after that he spent most of his time in creative writing and jour- 
nalism classes. With Meredith, an old hand at complex academic dis- 
course, the question was not whether she could read abstract and 
analytical language but whether the game was worth the candle. She 
thought it was not 

More important than the language, then, was the content of the 
readings in the seminar and this for Meredith was a grave disappoint- 
ment Io be perfectly honest, I don't think I understood at the time the 
nature ot Meredith's objection to the readings. Though she was quite 
open about her resistance, it wasn't until I got to know Meredith better 
in the course of this project, that 1 began to understand why her 
attitude was so strongly negative. It wasn't, as in Peter's case, that the 
readings didn't otter practical guidance Nor was it simply that they 
contradicted her own implicit theories. The problem, I began to see, 
was that manv ot those readings didn't even raise the questions that 
Meredith saw as most important ?nstead of focusing on why we teach 
writing, thev mostly focused on hoxv we teach writing, leaving unan- 
swered-even unaddressed— the questions Meredith always hnds 
more interesting and most important As she puts it, 

It s nut writing but wrung about what— that's the question I 
think this is where I have the problem, because I can't teach form 
J he lonti-nt always becomes the primary thing somehow It 
Joesn'i rmke sense to me to talk about teaching somebody a skill. 
Ira* hing somebody good writing, and then the philosopher in me 
lust [sjvs|, "AH right, what do you mean by good writing'" And 
that's whv the kids sav th.it Fnglish teachers, that Fnglish is sub 
jevtive, because everybody, every teac her has their own ideas 
about what good writing is 

Meredith herself has strong ideas about what makes good writing 
In her view, it isn't technical proficiency formal coherence, or rhetori- 
cal efficacy Cood writing, for Meredith, is writing that leads the stu- 
dent* to self -discovery 

I want them to learn things about themselves, but you don't learn 
things about yourself «n a vacuum I mean, you have to— you 
learn things about vow self by the way you respond to the rest of 
the world 

Because she believe* the most worthwhile wav of responding to the 
world is through persona! writing, and because she has seen personal 
writing associated with an "expressivist" point of view, Meredith 
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sometimes uses that term to dcrmo herself At one point, for instance, 
Meredith describes a telling moment that occurred in class that week 
when a student responded to a textbook prompt about writing an 
i*s*a\ on a remembered person. 

So -ome guv raised his hand and he said. ' I have a question about 
Number 2— which is Who would be interested in this person and 
the punt vi »u want to make about him or her 7 "*— and I said, 
' What s your question' " and he says, "Well, who cares 7 " [laughs] 
I was sv>— What do you mean W ho cares' v ' and he says, "Well, 
w hat it nobody else e> interested, what difference does it make v ' 
And all ot a sudden all of that, all of those thirg> that I wrote, sou 
know, in the |ournai tor [the teaching seminar], talking about 
expressivism versus the rhetoric— [here she stops to search for an 
opposite to ex passivism] -all ot a sudden all that stuff came bat k 
to me, just rushing bawk to me [laughing], and it's like it was all 
just completeh concealed into this one thing that this student 
saai Well. W ho cares'" 

C learlv. the question of "who cares" is central to Meredith's theory of 
teaching writing For her, it seems, writing means exploring identity, 
exploring values, and ultimately, it need satisfy no one but the writer 
Because Meredith likes to engage in philosophical discussions, and 
because her stronglv held positions tempt me to play devil's advocate, 
I introduce, in some of our conversations, standard ub|*v*ions to the 
expressivist point of view Can teachers fairly grade expressivist writ- 
ing 1 Can we recogni/e when it s "authentic" 1 Is it fair to the students 
not to prepare them tor the kinds of w rihng they w ill need to succeed 
in college and lobs' F or most ot these questions, Meredith has thought- 
ful answers and throughout our discussions, she defends her ap- 
proach to U .thing an approach that she sees as dictated bv her 
values and her - world mow * At the end of the course, she will also 
quote proudlv from students journals and from course evaluations 
that testify to the effect the i ourse has had tor them. " I think the course 
helped us [learn] how to \oice our own opinions," "the instructor 
inspired me to w rite my best She helped me write in a w ay that I could 
express mvselt " I or Meredith, those responses are an important vali- 
dation she has tau>;ht .u cording to her thoorv and these are |ust the 
results she was hoping for 

"I Pun t Want to Do to My Students ..." 

in some wa\ - Meredith is a lot like Peter a humanist in the postmod- 
ern age and despite enormous personal different os, I see connei tions 
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between them Both see their students primarily as people, with hu- 
man needs that take precedence over academic needs. If writing is to 
mean to these students what it means to Meredith and Peter, it must 
allow them to express their fears and worries, their problems and 
conflicts, either directly, through journals and personal writing, or 
indirectly, thro* gh stones and responses to books or films. 

In Meredith's own life, writing has been "like a bodily function to 
me like a surv ival mechanism." As a child, she says, she "wrote all 
the time," from stories in first grade through school writing that got 
her "in trouble" because it wasn't what the teacher wanted. Because 
her school experience, like Peter's, came close to destroying writing 
tor Meredith, she is determined, like him, that she will not do the same 
thing to her students. "1 don't want to do to my students the same 
thing that was done to me, or that I felt was done to me," she says, 
echoing his remark 

When 1 ask Meredith what she means by this, her response recalls 
what she had said earlier about the question of audience. 

I was just thmkmg about this I've been thinking about this a lot, 
trvmg to write, messmg back and forth with this idea of disserta 
tion and whether 1— . I'm trying to plan, get the idea in my 
head of what a dissertation would be But every time I sit down 
and try to write a paper about literature, or about what I'm read- 
ing, it's back to the w ay it was when I tried to write for (my other 
graduate program] or what I tried to write for any class. . . /it's the 
audience, what is the audience you're writing for? And I feel 
like 1 have to write for this ahs tract . academic audience, and I 
was thinking about that and I thought. "Well, who is that, what is 
that, it s not anybody, it's not a person, it's just some thing'' 
jnd I started thinking how ridiculous that was, I mean, it seemed 
nduul«ms to me (laughing) . Makes more sense to me to think 
.iStut. when I'm writing something, writing it to a person or 
writing it to myself, not writing to this academic thing out here 
V> that's what, when I'm teaching, that's why I keen having this 
tonrlii-t 

Like Peter. Meredith seem" > have "an attitude" about academic writ- 
ing, an attitude that grows out of personal experience. But whereas 
Peter s attitude is grounded primarily in his own personal writing 
experience. Meredith seeks to ground hers in a context of theory — the- 
orv that is probably drawn less from composition studies than from 
the humanistic tradition she is steeped in 

Although I'm aware of many problems with Meredith's critique of 
academic writing, and although I play devil's advocate with her from 
time to time, I respect the moral stance that underlies her theories. 
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Perhaps it is because of Meredith, in fact, and her persuasive defense 
of "expressivism," that I am tolerant of Peter's admitted "attitude" 
toward critical analysis On the other hand, perhaps it is because of 
Peter, who does not seem to have the critical resources that Meredith 
does to name and detend his teaching .philosophy, that I. am still not 
entirely persuaded by her argument. 

The Illusion of Objectivity 

Like Meredith, Mike seems to reflect frequently on what writing is. 
how we learn it. and why we teach it In his journals for the seminar, 
he would often raise these questions, and our discussions of the 
courses he taught last year are often grounded in theoretical issues To 
some extent, as I suggested earlier. I think Mike's theorizing is a 
function of his reflective personality he simply like* theoretical discus- 
sums But as with Meredith, some of Mike's thinking is prompted by 
dissonance-- the sense of being somehow out of sync with the course 
he is teaching 

In 101 last year. Mike felt that dissonance early But he wasn t able 
to articulate it for himself until late in the semester, when he stumbled 
onto an insight that had eluded him before. Now. a year later, he 
explains what happened in this way 

Something |UM really clicked over and just made a tremendous 
amount of sense, personalty, as opposed to making sense logically 
1 dur.no il that's a distinction that makes any sense, but 1 was 
centering that first course around the (rhetoric text) I was trying 
to let the book do the teaching, and 1 was there to sort or dissemi 
nMv knowledge, and I didn't teel a lot of connection with the 
(text) It s not how 1 would approach writing It had some tech- 
niques m it which were useful, 1 think- -vou know, cumg the 
reader and talking about lounterarguments and so forth—b.jt for 
the most part 1 reallv didn't know what to do with it so 1 just sorta 
"Here are some examples and let's talk about |thern| " 
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On that particular da v. though. Mike was focusing on descriptive 
language -something he felt comfortable with, having worked on it 
extensiv ely in v realive writing classes Rather than follow the book, he 
simply followed his own plan 

I had people reading tn class, breaking up into groups and finding 
what thev felt trom reading the story what those emotions 

were and then what those were tied to, what words were used hi 

do that, v% hether thev thought that worked And people got reallv 

excited about that 
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One reason Mike felt good about this class was because it was one of 
the rare times that semester when he was really comfortable with what 
he was teaching Working with other kinds of writing— position pa- 
pers, tor instance—he had felt unsure of himself, alienated by the 
.^latajrulu^r a pabulary of. thc.tesi: - 

S**n»e of u i understood, but the language was different, you know, 
counterarguments and so forth. 1 always thought, "Put yourself in 
the other guy's shoes'* — I didn't call it counterarguments 

As ! listen to Mike, I'm not always sure what it is about the text he 
finds so alienating Sometimes, as in the above example, it seems to be 
a matter of language. 

! am not versed in the language and the concepts and the way of 
thinking about it that these textbook* are, so I'm sort of appropn 
ahng that language, cause that's what I'm asking them to read, 
and then I'm tmng to make that mesh with what I understand 
about writing, but it's not a perfect fit because I'm only, I'm only 
v oming ai ross it maybe three or four days ahead of them 

In other situations, though, it seems to be more than the language of 
the text that Mike is resisting. Sometimes the whole pedagogical ap- 
proach doesn't jibe with his implicit theories, his sense ot how he 
himsell learned to write in undergraduate creative writing clashes 

i gnes> the persona that I had the reading persona that I have tor 
nu own writing that Ue de\ eloped from the creative writing 
stutt as an undrrgrad i> so second nature to me that there's no 
structure, there s no conscious structure in there I read through it 
and I go ' Ah - I m responding this wav to it, I d better h\ that " 

At another point, he explains 

I ver\ rarelv think ot m\ writing as process That's one of mv 
problems that I ha\e u uh ediit ation in general is that it s - Sup 
posed Iv there's Knowledge out here m this area and the wav 
\\v re going to tea* h this knowledge is to break it down into these 
pten s. ,md here's everv part, e\er\ point in this process, hut that's 
not how v%e learned it We learned it bv continuous feedback. b\ 
writing and getting response, and writing and getting response 
and writing and getting response I think thar's why I don't recog- 
nize that (textbook) stutt, because I was never taught the process, 
|and| the times that people tried to teach me process with gram 
mar and v%ith sentence stnuture and so torth. tt just went nghi 
o\« r the top ot m\ head 

I leanng Mike use the word ' process* in an unexpected way, 1 ask him 
what he means bv this term 
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Well. I mean like breaking down your writing into minute parts 
I'm not talking about just introduction, body and conclusion, 
lm Miking about breaking vour introduction into a topic sentence, 
vour thesis statement, like [the te*t does] with the position paper 
OK. each paragraph has to have a topic sentence, and then you're 
^^^-^ .^atH^ate on >that - That's not the wav-r i. rneiMijn&**' 



that** the way I write, but that's not the way I've ever thought 
about the way that I wnte. so it's hard, it was really hard, it was a 
huge, felt like there's just a huge distance between that and what 
1 did I don't know if that reliance on doing it point by point 
produces good writing I think th.at produces a reliance on follow- 
ing rules And I think that I got much better papers; I think that's 
wh\ the remembered ev ents papers were better, because I— at that 
point, it was the last paper in the class and I said. "Forget the 
rules,' and we just looked at descriptive language. 

In some ways, Mike's rebellion against the 101 textbook surprises me 
For one thing, I had always regarded the text as rhetorical in approac h, 
rather than rigid and rule-based. Given Mike's background in creative 
writing, though, and the "romantic" pedagogy of many writers' work- 
shops, 1 am not surprised that he finds the text's approach too analytic 
tor his tastes What contuses me more is an apparent inconsistency 
between what Mike says here, about 101, and what he says elsewhere 
in our interviews about the need for "rules and structures" in teaching 
writing 

In the course he is teaching this semester-the 200-level "Business 
and Technical Writing" course— Mike seems to rely heavily on such 
rules and structures 1 see this even in our earliest conversations when 
he expresses confidence about teaching the course, citing his experi- 
ence as a psychology undergraduate, working with style manuals, 
\V\ torm.it, and "various strict rules". "I know a lot more about, or I 
teel I know a lot nunc about Business and lechnical Writing'," he says 
t >ne thing he likes about the course is that the writing assignments are 
easier than 101 papers "Fverything's broKen up into nice little sec- 
tions 1 

Although I'm curious about tht ^ apparent contradiction early in our 
interviews, I don t actually ask Mike about it until midsemester, when 
he talks about teaching memo format to his students 

Dure ^ a vvholr stun lure to it, von know, and they have—I mean 
there :« all these rules, and I don't understand the roles I know the 
pnrniples the philosophies "keep it clear, concise, don t waste 
t itu words, make sure everybody gets all the information the\ 
nt. il make it eas\ to read " So that's what l m trvmg to mesh 
vMih tin- language of [aiming the text s \oue| "The format ol 
this is Purpose St unman l>is.\isM«m. Action OK and vou want 
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these set off and these are the types of things you put m thus 
section and that section " 

Surprised that he is so willing to embrace "rules and formats" such as 
these that seem to me far more rigid than anything the 101 text pro- 
,pcnmi . kii . i . ask Mike . whrthpr . th e s e ml r s m ak e- s e ns e to him— — 

Yeah, all the rules feel like rules to me I mean they feel like 
concrete statements of thungs that I've understood all v <!ong. That's 
the way that I study you know, that's the way that I learn, it's like, 
I don't ha\e a name for some things, and then I'll read it and I'll 
set* that this is [the text author s] language for something that I 
know, and ' Oh, OK,' and then those two things go together, you 
know So the rules do tee) like, you know, they f?el like rules. 

\ rom what he says here, it seems as it Mike has nothing against a 
rule-based pedagogy— as long as the rules make sease But this is 
where things start to get confusing — because not everybody, says 
Mike, needs to know the rules. 

And that's the difference for me between the learning and the 
teaching Because \ou don t need to know w hat the names of 
those- things are to do it. >ou know A lot ot mv writing is sort 
ot natural in lerms of— it just teels right That's the wav I ap- 
proach grammar, I don't know the names of these things I don't 
I m hard pressed to identity t la uses and - But [in] my writing 
I don t ha\e anv problems with that 1 can tell you whether it's 
right or wrong. I just can't tell you what the name of the rule is for 
it S» it I was teaching a course in grammar, then I would have to 
st.jrt putting together what I know about how I write with, vou 
know, [v\ith| what they tall that 

When I ask Mike why teachers need to know these rules, he replies 

Well. nu\be the\ don t But somehow the students need a strui - 
rure tor that S*e. you un learn it naturally without those rules 
or those labels, hut you can't teach it. you know, except by exam- 
ple But I mean can you imagine trying to teach a course like 
that* ' I >on'r do it this way, dint ihis way " "Why 7 " "Well. I dunno. 
dot sn t this sound better 1 I don't like the way that sentence 
rounds, it sounds bettor to put it this way " And some of those 
rules maybe l iould come up with on mv own But some of the 
other stuff, like the structure ot. talking about the Turpose, Sum- 
mary I >is* ussion and Ai tion. I wouldn't have come up yvith that 

While Mike lonoxles that he "would not have thought ot putting all 
o! that into the memo, let alone in that order/' he says the formal, once 
he understands it, makes sense to htm 

>ou know t t divesnt make sen*»e to me in terms nf "Oh. \eah. 
that \ wbM I ye alwa\s done" but it M*ems logical I like the 
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sssteffi, 1 like what it lilies like, it s very ordered and even covers 
everv thing, and it tits with what I know about— see, it's also in 
tether «?rvas because, vou know, my undergrad (major) is in ps\ • 
chologv and English, and in psyehologv I got into education and 
learning theorv. a lot of learning theory and it, "Business and 

IecKnical-VVntiPg/.. especially w ith memos - ... iuMiU > every th ing - _ 

Ive e\er heard about learning and how vou get information i 
mean \ou prime the reader, at the very beginning there's a line 
that says "subject/' and that's maybe three words long, and then 
\our purpewe* statement is sort of the subject elaborated, and then 
vour summary is a summary of the whole document, so you're 
just building more and more about what they're— "Here's what 
vou're gonna read about, here's a lit tit* more of what you're gonna 
read about, here s a bigger picture ot what you're gonna read 
about, here's what vou re reading about, here's what I want you 
to do " And it just intuitu el\ makes sense, but not in terms of 
.ins thing I've ever written, you know 

Here especially Mike seems to contradut what ho had said earlier 
about teaching 101 I here, he talked about throwing out the rules, 
about "making sense personally as opposed to making sense logi- 
cally ' Here, he seems perfectly satisfied with a rule-based approach, 
accepting the "logic" ot the form prescribed bv the writing text 

What explains this apparent contradiction 7 Are the two courses m> 
dilterent that they require completely different approaches'* Some- 
times this is what Mike seems to be saying 

With technical writing, the whole point is that it's supposed to, 
vou re supposed to get tht- punt across 1 guess I'm just as 
guiltv as the next person, I like the concept ot being able to just 
follow those rules and just get the minimum down, just strip it 
down to the bare essentials That sort a feels like behaviorism to 
me behavior modification the same thing that attracted me to 
that tor a v\hile I here's a s 0 t of underlying rules that describes 
beha\ ior and the learning pro* ess, and this is how it gin's and vou 
* an t all it w hatever vou want but it's alwav s this And this is right 
and that s wrong, it's verv eas\ to make those calls beuuse \oui 
purpose is alwav s the same, to communuate effectively in a short 
amount of time ami not wasting space and no misoommunua 
hops Whereas I guess 1 s t v the writing we do in ( omp I and 
C omp 11 as being more. I don't know, but it s a different kind ot 
writing, and it doesn't make sense that the rules then — The 
purpose is difterent 

Still, even tor Mike the issue is more complicated than that, for he is 
tempted to import some of the "structured" approach to teaching 20° 
into his 101 and 102 classes lust two weeks earlier, speculating about 
why peer groups seem to go better in 20° than thev did in 101 or 102. 
Mike had remarked that the standard formats tor business and tethni 
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cal writing made it easier for students to critique each other's work 
Then he had mused 

I wonder it you could do that in composition somehow I bet 
\ou could do this, with |an argument paper) real eastlv Maybe in 

you rrou£ h dr a ( t s yo u a »u .Id. ha > e t he rn . as pa rj of t he crea t ion or 

the braircsto'.mmg or the revising process, vou could ha\e them 
make arm';cial stations and . say, *'OK, the purpose is this, 
and \our subject is such and such, and vour arguments are such 
and su^h." it vou could break those up into areas *nd then see if 
all tin- points, hnd out what those rules are, I don't even know, 
exactly. \ mean, even as I'm talking about this, I can't, it's not clear 
tt) me what those connections between all those area* might be 

Another occasion on which I notice Mike's attraction to the "rules 
and structures' he says he despises occurs in our very first interview, 
when he talks about last years 102 class One thing he did in that 
course, he says, was to give his students more control, including tree 
* hoice'on their last writing assignment When two students proposed 
to v\ rite short stones, Mike was a little uncertain how to handle it, but 
then he deuded to make tt a challenge tor them 

I Kntus a little bit about creati\ e w riting, too- — tertainlv more than 
the people v\ ho ihose to do that — and so 1 hit Vm with the full- I 
wanted to show them e\aUl\ what that — " This is a \ahd form of 
writing and it has it's own rules Jum bei atise it s creative writing 
diK'sn t mean \ou ian do anv thing. v ou still ha\e to follow verlam 
v on\ entioiis " So I hit Vm with everv thing 1 didn t hold anv thin^; 
bviik. but I wasn't there to tear the pu\es apart but 1 just let them 
kmnv that. Well, it vou're y;onna do this, vou're gonna hatta - 
Well, dialogue alwa\s has to go this wav vou hafta watih out for 
v our tag lines because this gets boring - - he said, she said' - vou 
don r w .int to hear that ' --all ot this other stutt And I got rewrites 
out ot it. and people vou know people took it prettv mtiousIv S> 
J thmk thev learned something about it 

I rom this conv ersation and others, it is dear that Mike is not as 
averse to ' rules and Mnutures" as he sometimes seems to be Hut that 
doesn t mean lies guiltv ot muddled thinking What seems to Mike 
unnatural trom the writer s point ol view I hat's not the wav I 
write ) is attractive trom the teacher's point ot view lor practical 
reasons Sometimes, as in 2(W, it helps him explain a kind ot writing he 
has little experience with Or tt helps him solv e pr*u tual problems, like 
how to respond to student papers and guide peer group critiques 
With niles and formats," there is something concrete to look tor in a 
pn\\e of wnhng either it follows the rules and conventions or it 
doesn't, either it includes the required material or it's not complete 
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Still, this approach may be less than satisfying for Mike in the long 
am Like the elaborate point system he has devised for calculating 
grades this semester, his attraction to rule-based pedagogy may be 
motivated by a Kittle desire to maintain "objectivity " As he says about 
that s\ stem 

I tfuess I m sort ot exploring this issue ot can you remove the 
personal element, in a way or something like that You know what 
I mean., though" 1 Making it, removing myself from position of 
ludger. vou know, sort of saving-- it's false, it really artificial, I 
think — "Well, these are the standards, and this is what the insti 
tution says, and this is what the book savs, and so forth, and what 
u»u write man hes up to that, and I just judge that, it's not m\ fault 
it—'" You know what I mean' 

In recogni/mg the "falseness" and "artificiality" of his attraction to 
objective methods of evaluation, it seems to me that Mike is well on 
the wav to sensing a similar "falseness" m the rules and formats 
approach that he has taken to teaching "Business and Technical Writ- 
ing ' It he has lound no compelling need yet to question that ap- 
proach, it may be as he savs, because his primary need is simply to get 
through the course this first time, to survive it Once that dissonance 
In. resoUed. once he knows that he can teach "Business and icchmcal 
Writing." he mas be reach to confront this other dissonance the con 
tradichons tn his own implicit theories of teaching 

A Dissonance Within 

\k sense that Mike is torn between conflicting theories -that the 
dissonance he feels is as nun h within him as without - is most .\pp^r 
ent w hen he talks about teaching 102 last vear In that course, much 
more than in 101 or 2tR he was able to hit his stride, to come out ot 
the shadow of the text and teach from his own authority As he ex- 
plains it 

lb it whole M'tond semester was basuallv plauru; it b\ ear We 
u-ed the book tor some things, and sometimes the students would 
.omc up with an >dea and we'd use that, outside sources and 
things (or papers, anii it was real I don l wanna sav out of 
i ontrol, it wasn t ihaotu or anv thine, but it wasn t following an\ 
tit Itriitf* strwiture other than, 'Were >;onna learn how to write 
tmm different sources " That's the onlv thing I took inti> that 
M ini ster was, 'Well, sources are e\er> thing." mi I was prepared 
for them to come up with sounes that I wouldn't have thought of, 



9c 




and we spent j U^t ot time talking about what a source was and 
whether you could relv on them or not and so forth 

fiecause he could draw on his experience coming out ot 101. and 
bet ause he didn't feel mi constrained bv the text in 102. Mike was able 
to relax and enjov his 102 class He was also able to draw on and 
develop more tullv his own implicit theories ot writing and teaching — 
theories that d liter dramatically from the "behavionsf pedagogy he 
espouses in 2(W 

Here, lor instance, is a long segment from one of our midsemester 
interviews Mike has just received the department memo asking TAs 
w hat thev want to teach m the spring, and already he> thinking about 
teaching 102 again What he wants to do this time, he savs. isorgam/e 
his course around a "culture shock/media" theme 

At least in the beginning I want to talk about advertising and the 
media, and the media's presentation of culture, and individuals 
reaction to that, and see what kind of writing comes out of that, 
\au*e we started, we touched the surface of that I think in 102 last 
time and that was kind ot interesting, and it s becoming a little 
mure * lear to me w hat was happening there and w hat else we 
i imld do 

As he goes on to talk about the course he is imagining. Mike begins to 
wax theoretical He talks about focusing on analytical reading skills" 
and "the way language works," and he begins to wonder whether 
those skills might be pursued in 101 as well as 102 

I don': know it I would do that exacto with Wl. but on the other 
hand. whv couldn't \ou^ What s realh the difference 1 1 mean this 
sounds like a parent living, Oh. m\ v.hild is not old enough to do 
smh and mk h ' Whv* Who sa\s' I m»'an it s t ynis intuitu el v 
it *eems to me that sou tan do the some tilings 

\ ventuaih. his thoughts lead him into even broader areas ot thought 

1 think edu< at i* m is reall\ kind ot a mes%\ hit or miss thing I 
don t think pvople shouldn't think about it or trv and understand 
w hat it is that n K'tng ai v omplished, but at the some time. 1 m not 
gonna get too lOPierned .ihmt not knowing everv aspe- 1 (of| 
where it s going jnd what it's accomplishing There's j sense 1 
have m i ornposition, in bU and 102. that something is happening, 
that something g»*Hi is happening inside that I m not netessardv 
seeing in their w ntmg but that it is - it nothing else, there's some 
thing that s happening in then- that s supposedly what's sup 
posed to happen when Vou go to college lour hori/ons are 
broadened What othor cliches ian we throw in"* lou, something 
happens, vou le«ok vou begm to get different per* pet lives, vou £et 
different wa\s nf Itmking at thir>gs and part of that happen* in 
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composition That's a good K>rum for me to work with that anv- 
wa\ Tor me, it's language and . that's the avenue I'm talking 
about iu'*v *n read, and how to think about language to stop 
laking language (o: granted That's exiting to me and I trunk that 
di>es something about the wa\ you approach the world, and U s 
interesting and 1 think it's useful and it may not have a directly 
translatable analog, it may not be anything, sa\. "OK. now I've 
taken this, and now I can do such and siuh 

As he talks about his philosophy of teaching writing— d philosophy as 
broad in scope as Meredith V- Mike seems to sense that he's contra- 
dicting things he's said about teaching 2lW Again, he tries to make a 
distinction 

1 Hunk Hi v imposition as bo\ this is weird. I wouldn t hove said 
this a \ear ago ■ but I think of composition as a creative environ- 
ment, a i ream e course that doesn t necessanU have a direct end 
result, and I think ot 20* as a technical course, as "This is just 
about skills,'' okav, and that's [how | 1 set it up in the beginning, I 
talked .ibout what communication is and so forth and so on And 
there are different principles In com posit lor I'm not applying 
that stufl trom [his undergraduate communications course]- I'm 
not appU in* that stuff from that course to composition, or at least 
not as much. ma\be e\erv once in a while, but mil as rruu h 
I hen s no room tor reader response in 20s» Well veah then' is. 
but nut the same wav Do vou know what i mean 1 1 mean 2tN 
js sirutU about a set ot principles that, that work, and either vou 
an follow them or vou van t, and composition ,is a lot more 
ii"pi^iotis to me than that 
\lthough Mike tries to make a firm distinction here between "Business 
and leehnual Writing ' and composition. I can't help noticing the 
elimination, the moment when he interrupts himself to admit that 
there is room tor ' reader response" in 20^ Although he doesn't elabo- 
rate on what he means here, I suspect he is talking about "the per 
vm.il " lor in Mike's epistemologv. as tn Meredith's, the personal 
pla\s a v;»r\ largo part 

Over and over in our interviews, Mike talks about understanding 
things tvr^tuUy. about making pcr>onal connections with his teaching, 
about the students primal investment in learning lor him, this 
si-ems to be where meaning resides in the personal connection be- 
tween selt and world When he talks about his struggle with the 101 
text, it is m terms ot ' making the structure personallv meaningful, anil 
then teaching trom rmselt, with the structure to lean on and to fall 
bai k on " List vear in 102. he savs, 

I w anted them to go a* a\ somehow. go a wav from the class with 
at U-ast the mktme that writing dmsn t msessanh ha\e to be a 
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chore that s aligned in a class that vou don't feel any personal 
connection with So that's what I wanted them to do is find some 
kind of personal thing that thev were interested in and have them 
write about that so they can tee! what it's like to be interested in 
what they're doing a:> they're writing 

And even at the beginning ot this semester, as he planned his "Busi- 
ness and Technical Writing" class, he was imagining ways to make the 
course "personally meaningful" to students One assignment he had 
borrowed from his undergraduate psychology professor. 

He sent us out to find publications, professional publications, APA 
or anything in the field and hnd some bit ot research, and . read 
it. interpret it. and present it to the t lass and answer any questions 
the class would 'have And I thought it would be really— I'm 
gonna try and do that for these people . And I just thought that 
was a really gixxi thing when I wont through that because it 
make*; you think differently about yourself and what you're doing 
in college, when suddenly you're being asked to look at some- 
thing in \our field and really to be a part of that field, to acknow- 
ledge that \ou vou know. "I am part ot this field and I understand 
this stuff, and this is what it is for and this is what I'll be doing," 
vou know And when you re— when we were made personally 
responsible for that shift 1 fi.. mikh closer connection to, vou 
know the possibility ot actually becoming a psychologist was a lot 
mote real to me than it had been just by taking classes and require 
ments and so torth 

At the time, Mike sa\s he's "excited" about this assignment, and it's 
true he s virtually bubbling with ideas By midterm, though, the 
excitement has vanished and Mike is teaching more or less "by the 
book Why did he let this happen, I wonder** Is tt just because the 
^ inirM* is new to him? Perhaps But it seems to me that, in some sense, 
Mike inav always have to struggle against the text - to resist the rules, 
the order, the authority that hold such attraction for him 

Conclusion 

\\ hen I i onsider the t ds^s of Mike. Keith, and Meredith, as opposed to 
those ot Peter and Alex, it occurs to me that there are certain conditions 
that i reate a favorable climate tor thinking theoretically One ot those 
conditions is dearly dissonance the sense that our implicit theories 
about wh.it writing is, or how we learn it, or how we teach it, conflict 
w ith the theories we encounter explicitly or implicitly in course texts, 
the program philosophy or the teaching seminar When that disso 
name is minimal as it appears to be with Alex, and to some extent 
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with Keith— there is little incentive to think about the values and 
assumptions that underlie the courses we teach. 

Another condition that stimulates theoretical thinking is the pres- 
ence of a dialog* Other— an Other that may be internally configured, 
as is the sceptical inner voice Mike continually meets in his reflective 
discourse, or one that is embodied in a peer or mentor, as Keith's Other 
is embodied in Meredith and her Other is embodied in me. 

The notion that some teachers are more attuned than others to 
hearing those dialogic Others suggests one other condition that en- 
ables a theorizing trame of mind one must be fairly comfortable in the 
realm of ixc^ienw discourse For Peter, this can be a problem. In 
resisting the language of academic discourse, he risks shutting himself 
otf from the opposing voices that might make him reconsider and 
defend his implicit theories Alex risks some of this, too— though there 
are signs that he is already overcoming his resistance When he tells 
me, in our verv last interview, that he hears himself using language he 
would not have used last year at this time, I am pleased to hear it- not 
because 1 am eager thai he adopt the jargon of our profession, but 
rather because I think he may find, as Ann Berthoff argues that find- 
ing names for what we believe and think starts us thinking about our 
thinking, and that thinking about our thinking inevitably leads us to 
raw the questions we must raise to keep learning 

I his is not to sav. 1 hasten to reiterate, that theorizing can onlv be 
done in the language ot academic discourse After all little of the 
theorizing of Keith, Mike, and Meredith is conducted in those terms 
But the tact is, most experienced college writing teachers live in aca- 
demic discourse communities, and that is where many ot our most 
stimulating theoretical conversations take place Although we needn t 
all speak the language of academic discourse, it is important that we 
all understand it- it tor no other reason than to res,st its exclusionary 
tendencies 
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At some point during the course of this project — I don't even remem- 
ber when — I sat down at the computer and typed out a six-page rant 
about "theorv." I'm not sure what prompted it. A conversation with a 
'colleague? impatience with an article 1 was reading? It doesn't matter 
I've been struggling with theory, with the idea of theory, for a long time, 
and what boiled over at that point had been simmering on the back 
burner since — well, probably since graduate school. 

It was there, in graduate school, that I first encountered theory, first 
learned a name for the New Critical literary values 1 had absorbed as 
an undergraduate English major At the time, we didn't call it "theory," 
though— we were still calling it criticism, as in the "Practical Criti- 
cism" course 1 took mv first semester in graduate school. Fven there I 
seem to have had trouble with the idea of theory When asked to write 
an essay defining mv own theory of criticism, I balked at the task 
While mv colleagues grew rapturous about Freudian or Jungian ap- 
proaches (in that course, poststructuralist theory had yet to make an 
appearance — and even structuralists were represented only by 
Northrop Frve), I dug in mv heels and refused to pledge allegiance to 
anvone. 

Part of mv resistance, I'm sure, was simply tearfulness. This stuff we 
were reading was strange and new, and it undermined what little 
confidence I had in mvself as a serious student of literature. But part 
of it was something else, as well and it has stuck with me throughout 
mv career In manv ways I hear myself echoed in Keith's remarks 
about theory On the one hand, I'm attracted to it (like a moth to a 
flame, it seems) In other ways, I'm repulsed Is it really necessary to 
talk about theory in such opaque and abstract language? And why 
must we limit ourselves to a theory, anyway 7 Like Keith, I seem to be 
more comfortable with the plural of that word- and with versi <ns of 
theory I naively call common sense and instinct. 

When I made the shift, after graduate school, from tvventieth-ccn- 
turv literature to composition studies, 1 did so thinking I had somehow 
escaped to firmer ground I'm a practical person, it seems, a person 
who enjoys the challenges of the here and now, and once I got over the 
initial terrors of teaching writing, I began to develop a deep and 
abiding appreciation of its complexity Like a Wallace Stevens poem, a 
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Virginia VVbolf novel teaching writing is something that grows richer 
and mow various with each experience. I liked teaching writing I felt 
grounded there, and from the perspective of a writing teacher, I could 
even begin to listen in, once again, on those theoretical conversations 
I had found so alienating in graduate school. 

It was never easy The theoretical readings in Ross Winterowd's 
NEH Summer Seminar on "Literature and Literacy" at USC in 1982 
nearly drove me mad, but they gave me a new perspective on teach- 
ing And in the years since uVn, 1 have had numerous occasions to go 
ott on rants against cognitive process theory, po-*structuraHst theory, 
feminist theorv, social-constructivist theory, Marxist cultural theory, 
etc. Often, when I'm ranting, a little part of my consciousness steps 
aside, like the VVoodv Mien character in Play It A#un, Sam. and raises 
an evebrow at the ranting self: "Feeling insecure today, are we 7 Feeling 
a little threatened, perhaps 7 " But then I find myself wondering: Does 
lacques Dernda ever have such a moment 7 Does Paulo Freire ever 
look in the mirror and ask: 'Taking ourselves a bit seriously today, are 
we 7 Sounding a little pretentious 7 " 

In the course of this project, I've tried to come to terms with the- 
ory -to understand mv resistance to it, and at the same time to ac- 
knowledge its inevitable presence in my life as teacher and researcher. 
Fmallv 1 have determined that what i resist is not theory but Theory— 
not theoretical thinking but theoretical language-and the conven- 
tions of academic discourse that dictate the dropping of names at 
crucial points in the conversation. While writing this very essay, in 
tact, 1 debated the wisdom ot dropping the names of Derrida and 
Freire I he tact is, I've been far less influenced by them than by col- 
leagues who have read them But would readers respond if I men- 
tioned onlv the names of those colleagues 7 

In this book, readers will find few formal citations— and yet they 
will hear throughout the considerable influence of all those theorists 
whose work has shaped, and continues to shape, my thinking about 
teaching writing Some will think I ought to have cited them, ought to 
have been somehow more "scholarly" in my approach. To these, I can 
onlv respond that 1 have taken quite seriously what I have learned 
trom some of these theorists that the idea of "authorship" is problem- 
atic indeed; that language itself is inherently dialogic, shot through 
with voices of all those we have read and met and spoken with and 
listened to, that all our theories are socially constructed, sometimes of 
the most unhkelv and incongruous materials and that the stones we 
tell about teaching are really theories in themselves 
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And besides, the simple truth is that I couldn't begin to name all the 
sources of my own theoretical thinking. This is a book about how we 
learn to teach writing, and it is inevitably infiuer.ced by everything 
I've ever heard or experienced or read. If forced, of course, I couid cite 
the most immediate influences: Peter Elbow, Wendy Bishop, and Don- 
ald Schon, whose work I read before I started this project; Deborah 
Brit/man, Nancy Miller Lad Tobin, and Nancy Sommers, whom 1 read 
while the writing was in progress. You may not find ail these writers 
cited in this study, but I think they are present here In fact, I suspect I 
could trace the presence here of (very author I've read over the past 
twelve months, from Robert Brooke to Susan Griffin, from Elizabeth 
Mmmch to Robert Coles. 

But my most important sources wouldn't show up in a bibliog- 
raphy They aren't published scholars, so you wouldn't know their 
work as I do Their names are Keith and Meredith and Peter and Alex 
and Mike 
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it Mav. now, and 1 am neanng the final stages of my leave project. 
All through the spring I have been reviewing transcripts, listening 
again to mv conversations with the five TAs. In the beginning, I had 
hoped this would be a collaborative venture. I envisioned all six of us 
awash in transcripts, comparing our conversations, looking for pat- 
terns and contradictions. As it turns out, though, only 1 have time to 
sort through all the transcripts. The TAs, still immersed in their teacher 
and student roles, are busy writing theses, planning weddings, look- 
ing for summer work Although they manage to find time to read 
through their own individual transcripts, only two-Mike and Peter- 
lake the option of earning independent research credit by writing 
about what they see there 

J or Mike, the writing becomes an opportunity to reflect on a recur- 
ring pattern he has found in his teaching. The essay he gives me has 
no title, but it begins with this dream-like passage: 

/ remmbrr staring blankly at the bikini, fym$ to figure out what the 
frtt, her uu* f n/m< '<> The chalk had paused, briefly >ilent and in 'hat 
.deuce I hihi come to the realization tliat I kid no idea what was $0111$ 
on 

r/rcv >ait that sometime people forget to breathe while <leepm$. or 
that their brains tvr\et to send the tibial to keep the heart toiling, and 
thru die This was >mh a feeling that the part of my bram which 
organized theme* around me into my "reality" had ceased to turn turn 
I ;n/s completely dis>^ tatcd from my body 

in the pa-t I . ould hive taken refuse in anonymity retreated within 
the s;imi Mv of student ness and -hrurk txnk into the t rozrd of lecturer* 
Hut tlutt out ■ wa> now dented me because I loa* wfaru/irfif at the board, 
tn front of the . lass, shinny at the chalk in my hand My hand, my 1 foilk 
mu lex ture and my problem I was supposed to be the teacher 

Who is this teacher Mike thinks he's "supposed to be" 7 Is it the 
same teacher Meredith and Peter and Keith and Alex see in their 
minds 1 Not all ot the TAs find it as difficult as Mike does to see 
themselves as leathers, vet when I review the transcripts of our con- 
versations, I am struck bv how often, and in what various fashions, I 
hnd them disavowing the teacher role What does this mean, I wonder 

Ms 
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Is it just a measure of their iasccuritics, a phase new teachers go 
through 1 That's what I assumed when I started. But the more I listen 
to the new TAs, the more I recognize doubts and denials I still feel after 
sixteen years of teaching And 1 know I am not alone Research has 
indicated that some of the most well-established women in academe 
suffer from what is sometimes called "imposter syndrome"— the belief 
that they do not belong in the profession, that they have gotten where 
they are by a mere fluke and will one day be "found out"— and though 
thev may admit it less often, I know many male teachers experience 
such feelings, as well 

What is it we share, those of us who have trouble seeing ourselves 
as teachers 7 Is our reluctance in any way related to our ambivalence 
about personal /professional boundaries 7 Does it grow out of some 
dissonance between our own implicit pedagogical theories and the 
ones we encounter at the university 7 As I consider the five TAs in my 
studv, I begin to sketch answers to these questions, begm to see how 
we conspire with our culture to construct for ourselves as writing 
teachers the most complex and eontrai_!..u>ry roles. 

Teaching as a Process 

Of the five TAs in my studv it is Alex, not surprisingly, who seems 
most comfortable in the role of teacher At one point, having noticed 
that he seems to struggle with the role less than the others, I decide to 
ask him about it directly 

hhhu TT% role of teai her feels eas\ torvo^ I mean, feels comfort- 
able for v<ni 

Me\ faster Veah. a lot more this vear than hist vear Fven in tho 
102 it s a lot more relaxed I don'! think I m pushing nearly as 
rmnh this time as I did last time 

/ il'hif Pushing 1 

Mr\ Myself That whole idea of the person who gives wisdom 
And I've been trying to encourage the students to take a more 
a, ti\e role in ih.ngs When discussion s going, instead of ask 
mg the question and then answering it. I just ask the question 
and it no one answers, I just call on someone to answer and 
then that usually gets things going 

Although Alex is willing to speculate a little about what's "different" 
in his Umi hmg this year - he's no longer trying to play the role of "the 
person who gives wisdom" he is c toady not eager to' dwell very long 
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on the subject: "Don't want to think about it too much/' he says, 
laughing. "Bottle it, we'll sell it, we'll sell it." 

As I struggle again with my ambivalent reaction to Alex— a reaction 
that includes both admiration and skepticism— it occurs to me that 
what may account for the ease with which Alex sees himself as a 
teacher is the fact that he doesn't expect as much from himself in the 
beginning And this line of thought leads me to an idea I have toyed 
with before, that there is some kind of correlation between the way 
these young TAs view teaching and the way they view waiting. 

I wouldn't want to push this idea too hard. Looking for correlations 
like this might tempt me to force the issue. But when 1 juxtapose some 
of Alex's comments about teaching with his comments on writing, I 
can't help noticing a certain similarity. Here, for instance, is a passage 
I quoted earlier in which Alex talks about how he explains to his 
students the need for two composition courses: 

Because it's a pnxess I tell 'em about my experience, creative 
writing-wise, that even though I have had years, five and six years 
ot wnting workshops, I'm still learning, and I had my composi- 
tion way back as a treshman undergrad, too, and it's just, it > the 
repetition The more vou write, the more vou recogn^e your 
mistakes, and the more vou learn how to correct them at the 
ereahon stage 

And here is another passage, in which he talks about teaching 

Teaching is an evolutionary process, you never stop learning^ I 
mean once vou do, vou stagnate, that's it Then it becomes tedi- 
ous, then it becomes work So long as you can keep doing new 
things, trvin'i; things and improving 

just as learning to write and learning to teach are both processes tor 
Alex, thev both seem to involve a linear-stage progression In writing, 
he tells his students, 

Nou need that beginning vou need to start oft slow, and work 
vour wav and get comfortable and then move up to the next stage 
The more vou write, the more you rec ogm/c different stages 

In teaching too, Alex believes in starting oft slowly and moving one 
step at a time. The tirst thing he had to learn, he says, was "relating to 
the students and getting them to talk." "That's been pretty good,' he 
tells me. "I've been prettv lucky with that." After the relationship gets 
established, there's time to work on other things like getting organised 
and adapting assignments to students - two things he plans to devote 
more attention to next year 
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At first, the first fail semester when you teach that first section, it's 
just something out of the book to do. And even in the spring one, 
you're varying the assignments but it's still something to do Now 
with 101 this last fall, you're varying the assignment, but there's 
reasons behind it, there's more reasons behind it You want, OK, I 
want my student to get this out of it. I want mv student to try to 
learn this skill by writing this paper It's just a refinement of that 
idea, which I've been [laughs], I've been hopefully working on, 
making it reasonable for them to do it. 

As these passages indicate, Alex seems to see teaching, like writing, as 
a linear process-a process in which you can't "leap into one area and 
try to do it all at once or you'll be overwhelmed." Instead, you need to 
"master that one area and get confident with it, then you can work on 
the others/" Later, I suspect, he will revise this working theory, dis- 
cover, as those more experienced have, the recursive nature of the 
teaching process After a while he may even begin to question, as have 
recent composition theorists, the meaning of the process metaphor. In 
the meantime, though, his metaphor seems to have carried him, as it 
has carried many a blocked or frustrated writer, through the difficult 
initial phases of his project: learning to see himself as a teacher of 
writing. 

Conflicting Images 

At the opposite end of the spectrum from Alex is Peter. Much more 
open about his feelings than Alex, Peter also has the hardest time 
seeing himself as a teacher There may be a number of reasons for this, 
as I've hinted in previous chapters. For one thing, Peter is more self- 
conscious than the others— "hypersensitive" as he puts it, to what 
peers and students might think or say of him. For another, Peter still 
sees himself as very much the student' In our interviews, he is far more 
likely than are the other four TAs to refer to his own student status. In 
this respect, his image of being caught in the doorway of a faculty- 
meeting, hearing students outside "running in the halls/' is a telling 
one But perhaps the most significant impediments to Peter's seeing 
himself as a teacher are the images of the teacher that he carries around 
inside his head In Peter's case, those images loom very large, indeed 
My first glimpse of the teachers in Peter's head comes very early in 
our project It is the day before classes begin in the fall, and Peter is 
talking about his own first-year college experience 

At fmv undergraduate school] it's hard for me to even remember 
101, but it was, it didn't seem like the 101 that I ended up teaching 
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The 101 down there was taught by a professional teacher who is 
now getting her Ph.D. here . . I saw her in the library this sum- 
mer, had a nice chat with her. She was just very cheerful, and she 
was firm but she was very cheerful, had a nice attitude about the 
class, and it was a pleasure to listen to her. And I was trying to 
emulate all these teachers that I had in the past, and gosh, the only 
one that came out seemed to be Zeke from seventh grade, and he 
was an awful teacher, and I dunno why he was the one who 
popped up out of all these wonderful teachers I had in the past, 
but I think it was because I was so nervous and afraid And I think 
Zeke was very nervous and afraid too, because the teacher* didn't 
respect him, they'd call him Zeke behind his back, cause that was 
his nickname when he w«i in college or something ... but any- 
way, I ended up being kind of very authoritarian and like. 
"Teacher. lea\e them kids alone'" The exact opposite of what I 
wanted to be. I ended up being 

From this anecdote, 1 can sec immediately that the teacher in Peter's 
mind is a Jckyll and Hyde figure— one side the warm, caring nurturer, 
cheerful, yet firm, the other the authoritarian monster, object of ridi- 
cule, fear, and adolescent rebellion Both are teachers Peter has known 
in his years as a student, an>i both are teachers he's capable of being 
Yet despite his best effort/ to emulate the nurturing teacher, it's the 
authoritarian, much to Peter's dismay, who keeps threatening to 
emerge in his teaching. 

Peter's authoritarian side is most evident when he talks about his 
struggle to control tt Last year, there was an incident when he lost his 
temper with a student, and he is determined not to do that again. Still, 
as is apparent in interviews quoted earlier. Peter does have trouble 
controlling his anger and irritation with students It may be tempting 
to attribute his problems to hypersensitivity on his part— as Peter 
himself does, and as 1 have done, too, to a certain extent. But the fact 
is. I can easily empathi/e with what Peter is feeling, and I have heard 
that same voice of repressed anger and self-blame in many teachers, 
both new and experienced So 1 suspect there is something more going 
on here than the merely personal Perhaps part of the problem may lie 
in the way we construct the role of teacher- -or more precisely, in the 
wav the role or teacher has been constructed for us by the culture and 
the media. 

"To Touch a Life 

Not long ago, in the window or a kitchen store, I saw a coffee mug 
which read. To leach Is To Touch a Life— Forever " Immediately I 
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recognized the image of the teacher inscribed there. It is the same 
image Peter invokes in our very first interview. 

1 would like to be looked at as a positive influence m somebody s 
life. Kinda like surrogate kids m a way. I've got a roomfuf of 
twenty-two surrogate children. And I want them all to do well 
OK, now go out in the world and do well. 

The fact that Peter thinks of the teacher as a surrogate parent is inter- 
esting, given that his mother, a retired elementary school teacher and 
librarian, has been a role model for him: 

Granted, it's different completely— she was teaching elemen- 
tary—but still those kids look at her fondly when she bumps into 
them Some of them are professionals doing whatever, and they 
see her and they say hello and always seem to be very happy to 
see her And I would like that about me. 

in a previous chapter, I speculated that patterns learned in the family 
may influence the way we as teachers relate to our students, and Peter 
may be further evidence of this. But as the coffee mug in the store 
window testifies, the image of teacher as caring nurturer is not some- 
thing Peter has learned only at home. That image lies deep in the 
culture. 

Though he doesn't mention the parenting role explicitly after that 
first interview, Peter's characterization of other positive role models 
often includes an element of nurturing. In addition to the English 101 
teacher mentioned earlier in this chapter, there is the sociology profes- 
sor who spotted signs of depression and got Peter to see a college 
counselor )ust by writing a note in the margin of his failing exam. And 
even this year, when Peter was struggling with his own writing in a 
graduate course, his film teacher took the time to sit down with him 
and show him what he could do to improve his analytical essay 

Whether advising students on personal problems or taking the time 
to work with them outside of class, this teacher in Peter's head is 
someone who cares deeply about students. And in his own classes, 
Peter prides himself on fulfilling that role— never hesitating to reach 
out to student*., to try to "touch the life" of anyone who is struggling 
or in trouble Not surprisingly, then, where P^ter feels most engaged 
as a teacher—most useful to his students and most comfortable with 
himself— is in the conference setting There he can be himself, get 
down to "nuts and bolts," and do the one-on-one work he believes his 
students need 

Unfortunately, the students don't always play their expected roles 
in this little drama Instead of responding with gratitude to Peter's 
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offers of help, they sometimes take advantage of his good will, or else 
they fail to return his effort with hard work of their own. When that 
happens Peter finds it difficult to stay in role. Even in conferences, 
moments of anger and frustration intervene. 

I pve them a lot of my time when U comes* to reading their drafts 
I iilso gi\e them a lot of my time on their, journals, and 1 give them 
a lot of time in conference settings 1 tell them to call me if they 
ha\ e trouble and some of them do But I do know that it seems 
that it's a Utile bit draining on my part as a teacher, with forty -one 
students, and maybe because I'm putting so much time into that. 
1 expect them to put as much time in it in return It bugs me 
when I feel like I'm tossed m the back seat in lieu of biology 

Later, when he writes about this year's experience, Peter will attribute 
his trust ration to his own personal problems 

Sow pnihlem* fivr only personal and had nothing io do with teaching 
And mw problems that had their ongtn m the professional ivere com- 
pounded hi an endless and severe introspection mi my part, causing me 
not to be able to see the positive aspect* of my teaching Became I uus 
oi er identifying myself in the role of teacher (as opposed to also acknow 
ledyng tnu role as student), my life tended to fly proudly or he limp, 
depending on whether or not I :va* satisfied with my perfomxame m 
fr^nt of the ila**es tluit day 



Audience Awareness 

One thing that interests me m the passage |ust quoted is Peter's use of 
the word "performance " As I get to know Peter over the course of the 
semester, I reah/e that he often feels performance anxiety -a result, 
perhaps, of his perception that he is performing for many different 
audience*. In addition to his students, who constitute his most imme- 
diate audience, he plays to his family, his girlfriend, his peers, his 
graduate instructors, his teaching supervisor, and to me. in my role as 
researcher With all these audiences. Peter is under pressure to prove 
something that he is a responsible adult, an attractive man. an intelli- 
gent reader, a creative writer, a competent professional, an interesting 
research subject I hat he feels he is performing for me, even as we talk, 
is evident in his occasional comments about hoping I'm finding usetul 
things in our interviews and feeling sorry that I have to transcribe hss 
rambling monologues As a student, he feels coasiderable pressure to 
perform as well, and it comes from many directions. When he finishes 
a storv for his c reative writing workshop, he says. "It was a very good 
da\ because fmall\ I've written something that Max [the professor) 
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seems to be very supportive of On the other hand Brad (his fellow TA] 
has read it, and he didn't like it very much at all " 

As a teacher, Peter performs for both supervisors and students. In 
one of our sessions, he describes the anxiety he felt when, toward the 
end of a long. day of student conferences, the department chair hap- 
pened into his office— a large room he shares with several other TAs— 
to look for something in the storage closet: 

This (student) came in for a second conference—a lasted like half 
an hour long, and right before we started. Mama [the English 
department chair] walks into the office. Memfield 7. and opens 
the closet and starts shuffling through boxes of stuff, and she says. 

1 hope I'm not interrupting anything " "Oh. no. of course not." In 
the meantime, I've got like these red alert Star Trek things going 
olt m me, deflector shields up. because I'm afraid of saying one 
thing that's gonna sound like, she's gonna just look at me and go, 
' What me hell are you talking about" you know (laughing). I just 
had this image in my mind that she was gonna be listening in. 
going, "This guv is really retarded as a TA." and it was just making 
me more and more flustered having her in there, and she probably 
wasn't even listening but I'm Iik— making this into this great 
stage production about how Pm gonna get bounced from the 
pn>gram because I say gibberish while the chair's in my office. 

With his students. Peter feels special pressure to perform, partlv 
because he carries with him the popular image of the teacher as enter- 
tainer. At midterm, worried that his class is losing momentum with a 
particular assignment, he evokes the image of the teacher played by 
Rob in Williams in Dead Poets Stx/rfy 

Mavbe I should trv to forge my own trail, dammit' [laughs] 'Cause 
it worked that wav with the first paper, got a lot mom positive 
response to that, 'cause— had nothing to do with the (text), I just 
bunked that, did mv old Robin Williams bit, "Rip out that first 
section 1 " \o. I didn't do that, but 1 just had nothing to do with the 
book, and 1 just told em. "Alright, do this, do that," and they 
wrote it and the\ reallv liked it 

This image of teacher as performer is one he's seen embodied in his 
favorite undergraduate English teacher as well Throughout the se- 
mester, Peter mentions a number ot teachers he thinks of as role mod- 
els in some respect, but it is this, teacher, Larrv Bntt, who comes up 
most often I count five separate references to him in our interview 
transcripts, and each time it seems to be the classroom persona that 
Peter admires "\eah," he says at one point, "the only teacher 1 can 
think ot who reallv dented me as tar as keeping the class interested 
was I arrv Bntt at (my undergraduate school], because I've had him for 
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three or four classes." Later, talking about the relative size of composi- 
tion and literature classes, Peter remarks, "I remember having mythol- 
ogy with Larry Bntt and having sixty people crammed into a 
classroom that could accommodate thirty-five." Because Britt was 
such a popular teacher, his classes were always full. In fact, he had so 
much "verve and excitement about teaching" that he even "made 
Milton exciting; ! don't know how he did it, but he had a high atten- 
dance in that class, and everybody learned something in that class." 

In some respects Peter would like to emulate Larry Britt: "If I could 
even tap 10 percent of that [verve and excitement]." he says. "I might 
be a good teacher as well." And yet he also has some reservations 
about the efficacy of this particular teaching persona. In the interview 
quoted above, where he first mentions Britt, Peter goes on to say: 

So ho |u*t-^mettmei> he'* a little ton excited, and he just raptd- 
hres stuff out to vou like a Galling gun Mythology especially was 
really difficult because he just kept laying -this stuff on us 

When Peter himself takes on the teacher's stage persona, what 
emerges is not so much an impressive performer as a clown or stand- 
up comedian 

I think it\ kind of an interest thing I'm trying to retain their 
interest, ami hv doin>* that I tell these jokes, and they're, half the 
time they're flvmg over their heads anyway 'cause the humor is 
so dry sometimes But with the class I'm just trying to make 
Mire. 1 hear em laugh or something out there and I know that 
they're awake. \ou know. It's kinda like if they're not laughing or 
vshatevcr, then they must not he paying attention 

From the wav Peter talks about his performer role here, it's appar- 
ent that he doesn't hnd it entirely satisfying He doesn't mind "playing 
the clown" now and then—in fact, he clearly enjoys it— but like any- 
one, he wants an appreciative audience If Larry Britt is Laurence 
Oh\ ler plaving to a packed house of London theatre- goers, Peter often 
teels more like the struggling comedian trying out his routine in a 
soedv cocktail lounge full of apathetic traveling sales reps: 

I p in front nl the class it's like Howdy Dtxuiv time, and there I 
go. because I'm trying to keep these cretins from railing *asleep in 
tront ol me— no. I don't mean to call them cretins, hut sometimes 
at S 00 in the morning it's like. "Why did I g< : out of bed for you'*' 
\ou know, one ol those things 

In more reflective moments, Peter seems embarrassed bv his anger 
at his students He longs to give up the performer role, to trade it in 
tor something more "serious." but the nurturing role he might adopt 
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in its place is not always accessible to him. For one thing, it's just not 
practical. After all, he's teaching two classes of twenty-two students 
each, doing his own academic work, and trying to maintain some 
modicum of a personal life at the same time. But perhaps even more 
importantly, the nurturing role somehow fails to acknowledge all the 
realities ol teaching To teach is not just "to touch a life." Teaching also 
means dealing with students who don't want to be there, and doing it 
even day despite the demands uf one's own academic and emotional 
lite In this respect, says IVter, using another of his telling metaphors, 
being a I A is like "doing three different concerts at once, shuttling 
between the stages " 

Caught up in the demands of the conflicting teacher roles available 
to hun, IVter hnds himself in a classic c*> lemma — classic because, in 
one sen>e, it mirrors the struggles of men and women negotiating 
gender roles How can he be both performer and caring nurtured To 
what extent should he be either 7 For IVter, assuming these roles with- 
out the chance to examine them critically has created enormous pres- 
sures perhaps the same pressures modern women and men face 
when thev determine to "have it all " 

The Reflective Practitioner 

Although he does not describe himself as "hypersensitive," Mike 
shares with Peter a sometimes obsessive self-consciousness about 
teaching But whereas Peter's ruminations sometimes lack a reflective 
dimension, Mike is usuallv able to distance himself— at least to some 
extent tn»m the anxieties he is feeling. One wav he does this is 
through writing Mike is one of the few TAs in last year's group who 
actual Iv enjoyed keeping a teaching journal, and who has continued 
the practice of writing about his teaching on a semi regular basis 

In the essav quoted at the beginning of this chapter—the one in 
which he finds himself "staring blankly at the board, trying to figure 
out what the teacher was supposed to say," Mike undertakes to ana- 
l\/e in some depth tho. e moments of fragmented consciousness that 
he sometimes feels as a teacher. The particular moment he writes about 
is one I remember from our conferences. At the time — about three 
weeks into the semester—he had described it this way 

I had another one ol those moments the other day when I was 
teaching I hate talking I hate, hate, hate lecturing you know But 
I was very straightforward, said, "I'm gonna bore you to death 
tovlav, I m gonna lecture Phis is, we're doing memos and you 
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need to understand this stuff, 1 know 1 assigned the reading but 
everybody's got questions and some people won't ask them so — 
here it is '' I tried lo involve people in it, you know, ask questions 
bark and forth and have some of them feed me the information, 
too But mostly it was lecture And 1 had a moment where 1 was 
up there talking, and I suddenly . . . fell out of that persona right 
in midsentence And suddenly it just, sorta like almost an out-of- 
body thing where 1 just saw the class, and I saw myself, and 1 saw 
rm self speaking and 1 stopped thinking of myself as a teacher 
It was like 1 dropped out of it and just became super aware of 
myself as a lertuav. as somebody talking, as somebody imparting 
information, and then* was also, part of it was somebody who 
didn t really know what they were talking about, even though 1 
did 1 knew exactly what I was talking about. But I suddenly had 
this tear that I didn't know what I was talking about, and I 
thought. "Mv Cod I'm just gonna freeze up ho re- I'm |ust gonna 
go blank and lost 1 mv train of thought and not be able to sav 
anything and not know where I'm going " 

When 1 read this transcript now, I am aware of the contrast between 
the nervous, disjointed pace of this oral account of Mike's experience 
and the slow, dream-like movement of the written version Of course, 
the medium itself accounts lor much of the difference We are always 
dismayed, reading transcripts of our recorded conversations, to hear 
ourselves sounding like Richard Nixon on the Watergate tapes But it 
isn't /us/ the medium that makes the difference here, as Mike himself 
has observed Bv the time he comes to write about his experience, he 
has taken a particular perspective on it, and ihat perspective leads him 
to see it as part of a pattern in his teaching, one of a series of similar 
moments when he confronts what he calls his "inadequacies: as a 
teacher." These moments occur most often. Mike says, when he is 
lecturing- "which ! hate to do"-' and gets "tripped up" bv a student 
question or a mistake of some kind 

For Mike, paradoxically, these painful moments in which he sud- 
denly "sees himself" from a distance an* connected to his inability to 
"see himsell as a teacher" As he puts it; 

/ sev the* moments neir as a kind of grincm^ pain As- i am trying to 
find out who } am as a teacher. \ am forced to do <u from trie portion of 
student. *itne that is the closest thirty to a tern her \ have previously 
experienced What this mean*. I thmk. is that I am only able to make brief 
forays into the teaiher perwna I hive a mtuh i loser identity tvith the 
students, and this sets upaconfiut in the da^rootn bettveen me student 
and me teaiher 

As I read Mike's essav. an analysis of "self" and "other" in this conflict, 
| am impressed with its level of psychological sophistication. In some 
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ways, it deepens and extends Peter's metaphor of the TA sitting in the 
doorway of the faculty meeting But again, as with Peter, J suspect that 
th ere may be other factors to consider here — factors having to do with 
how Mike conceives the role of the writing teacher. 

Teaching as a PoH*' \ai Act 

Mike himself ai aides to the role of the teacher when he writes about 
trying to " treat e this persona in relation to swiff v (or my perception** of 
sixwty) and it* weivs (or penewed views) of feathers " Since Mike didn't 
pursue this subject in his essav I can't be sure, but it sounds as it his 
graduate reading in critical theorv and cultural studies has sensiti/ed 
him to the part that ideology plays in anything having to do with 
education 

I hat ideology is a factor in Mike's construction of the teacher per- 
sona cannot be denied. It permeates, in a subtle way. ail our discus- 
sions of the difterence between "Business and Technical Writing" and 
the hrst-vear composition courses that he taught last year, but it 
emerges directly only late in the semester, when Mike has begun to 
think about plans for his second semester Composition II class At that 
point, talking about a video he wants to show, a feminist critique of 
Ml V, he says, 

Ye a h Yea h . I' m gon na s how tt in every c 1 a ss I rear h Ve r y H lbowi a n 
phiU>soph\ leaching is political My teaching is political I'm not 
gonna lie to myselr, I'm not gonna he to my students. . . I want 
them to know what my attitude toward the video is in the begin- 
ning That's the part o{ the education that, seems to me that 
that should be happening. It doesn't ma tier what class it - in, there 
should he something, you\e always got dead time, I i >n't have 
every minute of every ilass planned and filled up with things that 
need to be taught so that people will learn everything they need 
to know about writing, you know, and I'd juM as soon fill it with 
stutt that thev need to know anyway 

The fact that Mike associates being "political" with Peter I'lbow. a 
writer who has been cntici/ed for not being political enough, might 
strike some as surprising But there are reasons for that association that 
I will return to presently In the meantime, the passage is interesting 
for a couple of other reasons. First, it makes rlear that Mikes image of 
the teacher includes a healthy dose of social responsibility; he believes 
in giving students "stuff thev need to know" to critique their culture 
Second, it suggests that this "stuff they need to know" is separate from 
"everything thev need to know about writing"— a distinction that 
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implies an image of "writing teacher" that appears to be ideologically 
neutral 

Thus distinction may help explain why Mike has so much trouble 
assuming the teacher persona. If the "teacher" in Mike's mind is an 
enthusiastically political animal, the "writing teacher/' in comparison, 
is a pale and bloodless creature And it is "the writing teacher" whose 
persona he assumes in his "Business and Technical Writing" class 

Nowhere is the difference between these two roles more apparent 
than in a midsemester interview when Mike expresses vague discom- 
fort about the "Business and Technical Writing" course. It is already 
the eighth week of class, but Mike feels that the class is still "pretty 
nebulous," the way it was in the beginning. Although he's not quite 
sure why this is so, Mike says. 

It could bo something to do with the malenal in fact I'm sure of 
that, boy it I was teaching—look* like I'm teaching 102 next se- 
mester, which I'm really happy about, and I'm getting all kinds of 
y;rrat ideas 

As he goes on to talk about his ideas for next semester's 102 course, in 
this mterx irw and in the weeks that follow, I can hear a huge difference 
in his le\el of enthusiasm Comp II is a course he is truly excited about, 
but "Business and Technical Writing"— well, that class just feels "Rat- 
ter' 

It hadn't always seemed flatter. Earlier in the semester Mike was 
excited about teaching "Business and Technical Writing " Because it is 
a 200-levei course*, taken by sophomores, juniors, and seniors as an 
alternate e to 102, he thought the students might be more serious than 
tirst vear students. Me also telt more confident going into this course 
than he had going into 101 last vcar ' I know a lot more about, or I feel 
| Know a lot more about "Business and Technical Writing." he said. 

lhe first lew weeks ot class were difficult, but by the sixth week, 
Mike was "beginning to enjov" teaching 2(W. Although his students 
had not proven to be as serious as he had hoped - some took advan- 
tage ot his being late once to leave without turning in papers— their 
writing was progressing nicely and he found 2(W assignments, where 
"everything's broken up into nice little sections ," much easier to grade 
than 101 papers 

From these kinds of comments, as well as others I have quoted in 
previous i hapters, I could see how Mike was conceiving this "Business 
and lethnual Writing" class Though the catalogue defines it broadly 
as a writing course "designed for students interested in professional 
careers." Mike saw it in a fairly limited wav. as an opportunity for 
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students to learn the "rules and formats" that govern the writing they 
will do in their professions At the time, as I suggested earlier, I was 
puzzled by Mike's attraction to this "rules and formats" approach. It 
is not one we stress in our program, *nd given Mike's reaction to what 
he felt was the overly "structured" approach to writing advocated by 
the 101 textbook, I would not have expected him to take such an 
approach himself. 

So I'm not surprised, here in Week 8, that Mike's enthusiasm for 
teaching the "Business and Technical Writing" course has waned But 
I am surprised, given what I know of Mike, that his dissatisfaction 
takes such "nebulous" form and that it leaves him feeling "on shaky 
ground," stripped ot most of his earlier confidence. 

I don't know anything about "Tech and Business Writing."' that's 
not me. that s not me, I'm not a "Tech and Business" writer 
There's a difference, you know, ! mean when I'm in. when I'm 
teaching 102, that's the kind ot writer I am 1 write that stuff, 1 
think that shift. I'm interested m it, and I think of myself as that 
kind of d writer With "lech and Business" it's something that I can 
do and that 1 understand, hut I m not a "Tech and Business" 
person, somehow it's a way ot -so mavhe that's it, that, because 
it's 2' w | t^el like I'm more of an imposter than in 10? or 101 

What, 1 wonder accounts for this sudden shift in attitude;* Is it really 
as sudden as it appears;* Later Mike will say it's because the course 
was new to him and that he will probably feel insecure with every new 
course he teaches -and he may be right But if that were the only 
explanation, 1 would have expected him to be gaining confidence as 
the semester progresses, not losing it 1 hat is what happened last year 
in 1(11 Why isn't it happening here 1 * 

Actually 1 can imagine several answers to this question One thing 
I notice when I go hack to the transcript^ is that by midterm, Mike is 
starting to feel anxious about his own work *s a graduate student. This 
semester it has turned out that nothing is due until the end ot the term, 
which has left him relativeK tree for the ft *st half of the semester but 
is beginning to worry him now Plus, he's starting to think about 
writing a thesis anil applying tor jobs in the spring. With all this work 
hanging over his head, he's feeling pressure, y t he's too "scattered" 
to do anything about it "1 just don't feel like a student this year," he 
savs "Am 1 burning out or something? What is this'" 

The possibility that this anxiety about his student role could spill 
over and affect his teaching is something that has occurred to Mike, 
and it is no doubt a factor in his newly expressed doubts about 209 But 
there is something about his language in this Week 8 interview that 
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suggests another problem, as well. Increasingly, Mike is feeling like an 
"impostor" in his 209 class, and he's not sure why First he says "I don't 
know anything about 'Tech and Business Writing "' But then he says, 
"It's something that I can do and that 1 understand but I'm not a Tech 
and Business person " What does it mean to be a "Tech and Business 
person" 7 And why does Mike now feel he's "not a Tech and Business' 
writer" when at the beginning of the course he was feeling good 
precisely because he had done this kind ot writing 7 

Suspended Moments 

One wav to answer this question is to look again at those* "suspended 
moments*' Mike wrote about in his essay, the moments in which he 
"tails out of the teacher persona" and worries that he'll free/e and go 
blank What interests me as I read through our transcripts is how these 
moments, so frightening to a new teacher, contrast with another set of 
moments Mike doesn't bring up in the essav he writes later One 
instance ot this contrasting experience occurs }ust a week earlier than 
the one he chose to write about On this occasion, Mike has been 
talking about how it teels to teach "Business and Technical Writing," 
where he finds himself alternating between "moments ot panic and 
feeling like I'm completeh in control " The control comes from 'eeling 
more settled, "settled in that 1 know what I'm doing,'' he says, and it 
manifests itself in sudden moments like these. 

I \er\ once in a while 1 get these moments, I hear myself up there 
talking and I'll think to myself. 'f,od, I know what I'm talking 
about' 1 base something to sav here " This is, vou know, I impress 
. m\selt sometimes and I iust get these moments where 1 sit ba*.k 
and listen and go I fey OK. I van do this, you know, this is good 

When I ask Mike exactly what triggers these moments, he explains it 
this way 

When I m talking aNuit it. instead of taking responsibilitv for the 
book and trying to teach them everything that's in the book, just 
pulling the part- out that make sense to me or don't make sense 
to me, then suddenly it's a blend, and there's a personal connec- 
tion there, with the things that I know and K-l about writing 
myself And so suddenly 1 tap into that and I'm going, you know, 
from a natural thing 

Notice how closely this passage parallels the one quoted earlier Both 
moments incur "suddenly" when Mike is "up there talking", both 
involve a separatum ot consciousness, in which he either sees or hears 
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himself; both occur at moments when he "knows what he's talking 
about" and is "making sense" of the material. And yet one is described 
as a moment of "terrible fear" while the other is clearly a moment of 
pride. What accounts for the difference 7 

Again, Mike's language may be the key here. For him, as I reported 
m the last chapter, teaching feels best when it is "natural/' when it 
"makes sense to me," "has a personal connection/' and draws on 
"things I know and feel about writing myself " In the first iasiance, he 
mav have known what he was talking about, but as he acknowledges 
at the time, he hasn't known it long 

- I'm in the process of discovering this information half a step ahead 
of them I'm appropriating the language in thai book I think that'* 
in a sense that's what teaching is, is being able to appropriate 
all these different languages Vou know we talked about that aca- 
demic comm unity in the (teaching seminar], when we were talk 
tng about Rose (furs en the Boundary] and everything' And it's 
being skilled not only m learning a language, being welcomed into 
acidemia and academic language, but for me this teaching thing, 
with the te\tbtx>ks anvwav, and certainly with different subject 
matter ~ Because I understand writing personally. It I ha\e to do 
anv ot the writing that 1 need, that I have assigned in any of my 
.lasses, [ am capable of doing (it] But I am not versed in the 
language and the totneprs and the way of thinking about it that 
these textbooks are, so I m sort of appropriating that language, 
uiuse that's what I'm asking them to read, and then I'm tr\ing to 
make that mesh with what I understand about writing, but it s not 
a perfect fit because I'm onlv, I'm only coming across it maybe 
three or tour da\ s ahead of them, vou know 1 I'm staying ahead of 
the < lass. I haven't read the whole bi^ok yet, and so I'm reading it, 
and then I'm taking notes and then I'm organizing those notes into 
lecture notes that I m giving them But vou know as I'm going 
along it's like a word, a kev phrase, or a concept that 1 haven't 
thought ot before, that is absolutely brand new. according to the 
book, that sort ot makes me feel this distance suddenly between 
what I m sa\mg and what I understand or feel. 

Mike's analysis here is interesting for several reasons. For one thing, it 
repeals how new writing teachers, just like their undergraduate stu- 
dents, "appropriate all these different languages" when they enter an 
academic community Fven as Mike describes this phenomenon, his 
use of the word "appropriated" demonstrates what he has appropri- 
ated from the teaching seminar At the same time, Mike's language also 
reminds us how strong the presumption is, even in a w riting class, that 
the teat her * s role is to lecture, and what powerful pressure the rhetoric 
textbook may exert on new teachers ot writing 
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The Teacher in the Text 

Actually, I suspect that ail these issues arc tied in together. For the 
teacher in Mike's mind, it isn't enough to understand writing person- 
ally, one must be prepared to talk about it authoritatively in the lan- 
guage provided by the academic community. But since the new teacher 
is not yet a full-fledged member ot that community, he or she must 
appropriate that language from the text. 

Unfortunately, this act of appropriation doesn't come easily. Para- 
doxically, when Mike himself tries to do it, to appropriate the language 
of the 209 text, he stops thinking of himself as a teacher and sees 
himself instead "as a lecturer as somebody talking, as somebody im- 
parting information " This is exactly the way he felt through most of 
101 last vear, and whv that whole experience was so frustrating for 
him 

In his first semester of teaching 101. Mike says, somehow "every- 
thing was contained {in] that textbook." In tact, it was "*.he implied 
philosophy of that textbook and the invisible authors of that textbook 
who were the real teachers in mv mind who knew this stuff and I 
didn't " I le goes on to say. 

The only ming I muld do at that point was - -you |ust don't feel 
that vou ran relv on yourself, so \ou haw to rely on the book, 
even though you always *aid vou'd never do that, you know I 
hate teachers who |tiM Mlow the book' "Whv am I in class 1 1 
iiuild do this at home 1 " So then I sort of disguised it I d read the 
Nn>k and trv to put it into m\ own terms i had lev lure notes and 
everv thing 1 guess 1 sorta saw mw-U a> mavbe a proofreader 
.iiui an editor and mavhea little bit ot aowthnr something but 
not realh a leather. \ause 1 didn t think I vould teach that stuft. 1 
divl;i t km«\s it. m the same \sav that the people who. wrote the 
N»ok knew it 

Although he s a little appalled at having fallen into this trap. Mike 
thinks he understands how it happened 

1 think that s how it's presented to us in classes I mean, you're 
taking a class in anthropology it's prohablv the only class vou* 1 1 
take in anthropology and here's the hook tor ;he course on this, 
and this is all the knowledge there is and when you're done 
with that class then you re done with that information and you 
know how to do whatever it is you Ux>k that course to do, theo- 
retical I v I mean that s the way l\e always thought about it 1 
guess. suKonsnousK S> when I looked at the textbook, espe 
i lallv since I didn't think I knew how to teach writing at all. it was 
like. ' Well, this must be, everything must be in here, so if I give 
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them this, then . . they will know how to wnte and it's not my 
fault if it doesn't work " I was very removed from that whole 
process, I was an intermediary. I wasn't a teacher really. 

Fortunately, though, something that happened toward the end of the 
first semester released Mike faim his dependence on the text. As he 
was teaching a lesson on descriptive language — the lesson that I men- 
tioned in an earlier chapter — "something just dicked" and he found 
himself teaching from what made sense "personally," as opposed to 
what made sense "logically " As he puts it: 

Some of the ideas I had about writing were just as applicable and 
were often just saying the same thing the book said but in a 
different way, and that began to make it a little more meaningful 
I sort of understood what l was doing at that point instead of |ust 
a turning that by following the book it would make sense 

Buoyed by that experience at the end of 101, Mike began to gain 
confidence in his own expertise. In 102 second semester, he was able 
to get away from the text and to draw on his own resources to teach 
what he knew about writing — an experience that accounts for the 
eagerness with which he anticipates teaching 102 next semester 

In the meantime, though, in 20^, Mike's relatioaship with the text is 
more ambivalent Although he thinks he is no longer intimidated by 
the text ("Boy, I don't do that stuft anymore'") I am sometimes sur- 
prised at how easily he deters to its authority. In the section on writing 
memos, for instance, Mike requires a\> students to follow the text's 
"rules" for appropriate memo format because the form seems "logical" 
and consistent with what he knows about information theory But at 
the same time, he admits that the structure is not something he himself 
feels comfortable with, and when he considers using that format to 
v\ rite up his own assignment sheets, he quickly abandons the idea. 

Still. 1 suspect there /> a difference between the way Mike used the 
text in the first semester, and the way he regards it now In 101, he 
didn't ev en try to connect with the text, he simply deferred lo it Now 
m 2iN, he does try to understand it, to make its language his own 

•sometime* 1 throw that stuff out I can't teach something that 
I dun t believe, vou know Hut evcr\ thing that I give them 1 
mean, I understand, makes sense to me. I guess that's what I do as 
I m reading the w hole thing I'm reading along and, you know, I'm 
studying it, before I'm thinking about teaching it I'm learning it, 
I m trvm« to hgure out what it is and put it together with things 
that I know Oh veah. that makes sense, that makes sense, that 
makes sense. iome ai ross something that doesn't make sen>e and 
1 have to think about it, and I sorta go into this little teai her mode 
and m\ "Well what would 1 do with this 1 " vou know, "I can t 
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understand this/ you know Then ! %o back into reading it and 
sort of try and assimilate it somehow 

To some extent, as Mike acknowledges, his ability to claim exper- 
tise, to move away from the sources of authority he has habitually 
deferred to, is a function of experience and the confidence it confers. 
But as 1 listen to Mike talk about his teaching, 1 again suspect that there 
is more to it than that As he attends to his teaching, Mike develops 
specific strategies that give him access to his own expertise. In some 
cases, as with the memos, these strategies involve applying what he 
has learned from the experts— in this case, the text he is using and the 
course in learning theory he once took But his most successful teach- 
ing moments come about when he has made "personal connections." 

And suddenly I'll have an idea that makes tremendous sense 
And then I'm so excited by the idea and I'm so immersed in what 
that would he and what l could learn from it and what everybody 
could learn from it. that it's just a matter of presenting that. I'm 
not teaching any— I'm not thinking of myself, "OK, how do I teach 
thus paper v '~ it's like I got this great idea, look at this great idea 
And that's the best part of it, is coming across one of those 
ideas and it just flowing naturally from that, there's no other way 
to do it. I mean, here s this idea and the only way to get it across 
is to do it this way and then let people do things, run with it. you 
know, and do whatever they want, and just sort of sit back and 
guide and nudge or whatever along the wav And that, then I m 
conscious ot— tkid. this is what teaching is, this is what I want to 
be doing all the time' 
In moments like these, it is easy to share Mike's excitement. But it is 
also worth noting that even as he describes this transcendent experi- 
ence a moment in which he Hmckin intuitively "what teaching is"— he 
is simultaneously disavowing, vet again, the role of teacher. "I'm not 
tea, hing any - " he starts to blurt out Then even he notices the contra- 
dution 
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rarher in this section, in the context of Mikes remarks about the 
political nature of teaching. I noted that his allusion to Peter Rlbow 
might strike some as surprising. After all. Elbow has been criticized by 
David Bartholnmae and others for giving insufficient attention to the 
political and ideological implications of what it means to teach writ- 
ing But there is another sense in which Elbow has given his attention 
to political issues and that is in the context of individual empower- 
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ment. In Embracing Contraries (1986), Elbow writes about the power 
dynamic of the classroom, the pressures created on both student and 
teacher by the complex and often contradictory roles we feel ourselves 
compelled to play In Mike's case, Elbow has helped him understand 
that he cannot abandon his own political nature when he takes on the 
teacher persona To foist his political beliefs on his students would be 
unethical But to pretend that he is twt a person with strong political 
beliefs would onlv force his ideology underground, where it might 
color his teaching in dangerous ways Instead, he must acknowledge 
both these roles, embrace them, and be clear to both himself and his 
students about when and how he moves from one to the othtr 

In the same wav, M-ke seems to have learned that he must both 
inhabit and disavow the role of teacher. He may feel uncomfortable 
assuming the writing teacher's role, appropriating fhe writing text's 
language, but as a new teacher he needs a vocabulary to talk about 
what he knows, and there is simplv no other wav to develop it. Still, I 
find myself wanting to warn Mike. There may be other dangers in 
assuming too readily a role so encumbered with negative images— 
teacher as lecturer, teacher as imparter of information, teacher as en- 
forcer or ruL's If we step into that role unaware, we may lose what is 
best in our teaching And unless we occasionally forget who's "sup- 
posed to be the teacher," we may miss the delights that come from 
learning along with our students 

Closet Philoscpher 

I have already spoken in chapter 2 ot Meredith's reluctance to see 
herself as an English teacher And, indeed, much of her reluctance, it 
seems, h theoretical— or to use her term, philosophical. Because she 
teels herself at (Kids with much that she sees around her, including her 
colleagues, the 101 text, the curriculum, and the general "worldview" 
oi the university. Meredith is beginning to think she mav be in the 
wrong field entirely As she puts it 

I Jon t know, mavbe I'm not a tedvher ol \\ nting I mean, I don't— 
when I hear other people teaching, like lee Kilmer [another TA] ' 
teai hes with the door open, and 1 told Deb, I said, "I listen to her 
teach and 1 think. My Ikxl I don't teach like that' [laughs) " I 
ho}>e that's not what I'm supposed to be doing because — I don't 
krnu\ 

What teaching "like that'' entails, Meredith doesn't explain hen-, but 
other comments give a clue to what she is resisting At one point. 
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playing devil's advocate, 1 ask her how she would respond if a col- 
league in another field questioned the value of the personal writing 
that she assigns. Almost immediately she is on the defensive: 

I'm gonna try and teach some grammar, but that — I rebel against 
that too. it's like, "Why should we spend the whole time teaching 
grammar*" What really are we, that's what I don't know. So I 
don't know, I mean I don't know how I would answer that person. 
I d sav "OK, vou tell mc what a teacher of composition is \ low do 
vou know what it is if you're a biology teacher, how are you so 
sure th.it you know'" I moan what would he say, what would thev 
sav° That we're supposed to teach— what do they think we're 
supposed to teach' 

Oearlv, Meredith has an idea of what she's "supposed to teach " She's 
supposed to teach "grammar" — a term she uses broadly to include not 
onK the usual conglomeration of prescriptive usage and sentence 
structure, but also matters ol style and form "Well I don't want to 
teach grammar," she says "I don't want to be a grammar teacher." And 
besides, she asks, why should we have to teach it 7 Why haven't they 
learned that before 7 

It's ironic, of course, that Meredith should express her rebellion 
against teaching grammar in the same terms that others use to assign 
it to Fnghsh teachers "Why should we have to teach grammar, why 
ha\en't thev learned that before 7 " From the way she talks about 
"grammar * here and elsewhere, though, it's clear that this is not the 
major issue for her The major issue, rather, is a political one. It has to 
do "not with writing but with writing about tWw/" — and with who has 
the power to decide what we in Knglish teach 

This is not the first time Meredith has brought up these thorny 
political issues In our second interview, she was already speculating 
a bo ut the purpose of 101 

We sjv 102 is writing trom sources, so what divs that make 101 7 
shouldn't it -isn't it really the rase that 102 is academic writing, 
j ml 101 is, that we're just sort of paving around until we have to 
make them do 102 because 102 is like a --there's all this politics 
involved that we're supposed to be teaching people how to write 
lor other courses I mean, that's what I conceive that 102 is - ■ 
Ok so were making them write this wav because they have to 
know how to write in other classes I want to say "to hell with 
other v lasses. " I mean, what about us 1 tXin't we have our own 
thing to do' I mean, is there anything thai we have, are we |ust a 
pawn or something lor everybody else' I mean, is writing |ust a 
utilitarian thing 1 
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I he notion that writing is "just a utilitarian thing/' that it's a "tool for 
the rest of the university" that eventually "gets tied back up to the job 
thing" is what Meredith reallv rebels against. And since this seems to 
bo "the vvav the whole university system is geared now anyway/' it's 
no wonder that she doesn t really see herself as an English teacher but. 
rather as a "closet priest' or a "closet philosopher"— one who is "just 
using thi^ (teaching Hnghsh] as a facade " 

What Meredith calls her "priest pmblem" her "theological thing" 
mav have various levels of meaning On the one hand, she seems half 
serious about wanting to be a priest A converted Catholic, she tells me 
at one point that she would be "off in a minute" if thechurch changed 
its views on women in the priesthood— though later she says she 
didn't reallv mean it Elsewhere, the priest m Meredith seems to get 
blurred with the psychotherapist Aware that her personal assign- 
ments might seem "weird" to outsiders, she find in the textbook at one 
point a nice sate assignment" to use It's a "standard textbook assign- 
ment." she says, "and nobody can say you're making them, you're 
being a ps\ i hoanalvst or a priest or anything (laughs) " 

As tor her "closet philosopher" role- well, that may have \arious 
meanings ( )s well One instance m v\ hich she seems to assume this role 
is when she talks about her resistance to teaching traditional argu- 
ment, a mode she is quite familiar with by \ irtue of her academic 
training Part ot that resistance derives from the frustration she feels at 
trying to teach, in just one paper, "the science of argument"— some- 
thing she sees as a "whole thing tn itself " But there's more to it than 
that After all. she sa\s. I don't want to teach logic That's why I'm not 
in philosophy " 

Hut perhaps Meredith s resistance to argument goes bevond impa- 
tience w ith tormal logic. At one point, referring to a conversation we 
had last vear she savs, 

li I m saving that 1 m apolitical that's reallv impossible, \ou can't 
N- jpohhi al Vuj alv\a\s have to has t* Mime kind of politics S\ if 
1 an- ihout sorm*thtn>; then I'm f;onna want to make an argument 
tor it So I m not total! v unargumentati\e. I guess But maybe 
t!»i n - M'tru thinv; about just bein>; that vsav for the sake of being 
that v\a\ ot something that ^ets nie- I don t know how to teach 
that Without tWIing like I'm encouraging this combati\e type 
mentalitv or ■ IWsthat make sense 1 

Another time, defending her ow n * expressivist" \ tewpomt against 
hvpothetual i ritn isms from those who advocate teaching "academic 
ili^ourse. Meredith talks about feeling uneasy with the whole notion 
of persuasion 
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What I have the problem with 1* the manipulation end of it. that 
what I think people an 5 *kmg about ts writing to make a point or 
writing to prove that blahblahhlah and *o vou should believe 
blahblahblah because— 1 mean that's what I hear coming from the 
other side 

What bothers her more, however, is another suspicion she has— the 
suspicion that "there's some underlying worldview underneath this 
(pro-argument) side " That, she says, is what disturbs he^r most about 
teaching argument "And that's where I want to say, 'Where does the 
nature of the thing itself dictate that I take a certain worldview 7 "' 

When I ask Meredith how she would describe that worldview as 
different from her own, she responds. 

Well, I think it's \erv— "'male" is what I was gonna sav I mean, 
that was riv;ht on the tip ot mv tongue, but I didn't put that 
through the hi tor But I mean this objective— I mean when \ou 
said pn>ot 1 suddonh thought "Oh. you mean objective pzwf, 
what counts as proof " Beliefs and feelings and these things don't 
count as pnx>f, what we want is reason, we want a structured 
argument, we want premise, premise, premise conclusion, like 
in logic class, and that s a verv. ma\be not just male but that, that 
assumes certain things about the world, that knowledge is onlv 
►Mined, the onlv knowledge that counts is this cerebral tvpc ot 
knowledge Does that make sense 7 1 mean, I think that's what gets 
me mad about this argument, because I feel like there's something 
unsaid on the other, there's so met hi ng at work under there that's 
being 

What — downplayed** Covered up 1 Although Meredith doesn't fin- 
ish her sentence, 1 thmk 1 understand what she's getting at Here, then, 
is another perception that alienates Meredith from seeing herself as an 
English teacher Not onlv is she expected to teach academic discourse, 
but there is "something unsaid." "something at work" in the conven- 
tions ot that discourse that is at odds with her ow n worldview. The tact 
that she sees this something as "verv m-;le' is significant. 1 think - as 
is the fact that this perception slips "through the filter" she normally 
has m place 

Teaching as a Woman 

What Meredith means when she talks about putting things through 
the filter" is that she is often careful to screen what she says m 
public or at least she has been in the past Reientlv. she's found 
herself being more open, w ith her students, with me. with everyone 
In one ol our earliest interviews, she talks about w hat this feels like 
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I guess my fear now probably is of babbling— because I used to be 
so nervous that I would write everything down exactly and have 
it all planned out and be very formal and have it very set, but now 
that I've started to feel more comfortable, more relaxed, I'm capa- 
ble now of standing up and babbling (laughs) 

The new openness Meredith is experiencing here seems to have come 
about tor a number of reasons. For one thing, she's no longer a rookie. 
The mere fact that she has taught for a while now may be helping her 
to relax F : or another, she's finding the style of teaching in the English 
department more to her liking than the purely lecture mode she's used 
to. But the mam reason Meredith is speaking her mind these days may 
have more to do with her personal life -and with her growing aware- 
ness of the part gender plays in her teaching. 

I have already quoted from an interview in which Meredith speaks 
about writing as a child - the sen-., uutc she would "get in trouble" 
with teachers it she wrote personal things for school, and her determi- 
nation not to do to her students what was done to her by those teach- 
ers Although she doesn't, in this instance, describe "what was done to 
me" in terms of gender (perhaps the hlter is in place), I sense that this 
m.n be at least part ol what is on her mind 

As it happens, the particular interview in which these remarks 
01 cur has overlapped with the tail end of my interview with Keith 
When Meredith arrives, Keith has just raised the question of how- 
gender affects teaching, and since we are nearlv finished, I ask 
Meredith to Lome in and join us This is how the conversation pro- 
Leeds 

/ :hby We wrre |iM talking about whether men— \ou and I have 
talked about this. Hx» whether a man t;ets more, has more 
kind of automatk h'tim» of control or authontv in the classroom 
than a woman hjx and whether via* makes a diHere n< v 

WrreJilh | to Keith | Aren t the\ more intimidated h\ von than K 
me * 

knth \eab well see t was fust saving Id like to hnd ways to 
nimimi/e rhat bei ause 1 would like the tespevt I get to he based 
on M»methmg other than that 

\h-n\tith Oh, vou should uh i it to \our own advantage 

A tew moments later, Keith returns to this subject 

knih That s interesting though, she sj\ V 1 fse jt to vour advan 
tjge " 

M-n\iith Well, veah, beiause I have to work hard to get them te 
(inaudible) that you just have h\ virtue of walking into the 
classroom I mean 
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Knth But then, if I were your student, just imagining myself, there 
would be qualities that you have that I as a teacher don't have, 
I mean, your soft-spoken presence 

Meredith That's ginxP 

Keith For me, it would be, it would be \er\ -disarming 

Meredith It would thnnv you ott guard"* 

Knth Wei! it would take a lot ot the tension out of the class 

What ts apparent here is that both Keith and Meredith see disadvan- 
tages in the wav gender constructs their relationships with their stu- 
dents I'll have more to sav about Keith's view of this in a bit. For now, 
it's interesting )ust to look at the language they both use unconsoously 
here 'It's disarming/' "It would throw you oft guard 7 " For Meredith, 
who is alw.ivs "on guard." the classroom can be a dangerous place— a 
place whore students and teachers "intimidate" each other and whore 
male teachers use gender and si/e "to their advantage." Civvn who 
she is, though, Meredith is unlikely to reap such advantages. And she 
scoffs at Keith's suggestion that a "soft-spoken presence" might have 
some advantages ot its own 

When Keith leaves, Meredith and I don't pursue this topic dirt\tl\, 
vet it uws up almost immediately in another context When 1 ask 
Meredith what is going on in her .lasses, she offers an update on a 
storv she had told me earlier One of her students, a somewhat bellig- 
erent male who had challenged her when she gave him an F on a 
paper has "suddenly become verv diligent, actually wrote some good 
papers, and his whole attitude has changed " When I ask her it she 
takes credit tor this, she replies 

Well I m ^ort ot in shock because 1 ^Unxi up- what I thought 1 
N%as doing \sas standing up for mwelf. 1 didn t really think it had 
am Ihmg'to do with, with making him work harder. 1 realU didn t 
t.irc at thai point whether he worked harder or not, all 1 cared 
about v%as tt he would |uM leave me alone and stop intimidating 
me 1 mean I didn't expect it to a fleet his work. I thought he 
would insi do what he had to do to get bv so I'm kind ot in sho« k 
Its like standing up tor vourself [haM unexpected benefits 
llau^hs) 

As she savs this, her pleasure is evident and it reminds me of her sense 
ot pride in telling me the VCR storv A connection between "standing 
up for mvself" and succeeding as a teacher is something she would 
ne\ er have expected, but once it happens, it seems to open the way for 
further revelations By the end of the semester. Meredith can say, 

It's like there's this private world in mv head, and there's thi<. 
world nut there and thev used to be totally disconnected Thev 
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seem to be sort of coming together And that applies to everything, 
other .was of my life Well, you know that. Teaching cets into 
e\ervtrtmg 

At this point, it sounds as it Meredith has found her voice as a 
teacher And having found her own voice, she' is more than ever 
committed to helping her students fmd theirs— especially her women 
students Near the end of the semester, commenting on how she has 
changed as a teacher since she began, she comments. 

And that's another thing I've noticed that's very interesting this 
time, is that I seem to be concentrating more on women students, 
and i think the reason is being aware that there had been this 
research done, that e\en female teachers would call on male stu 
dents and use male students' names more than female students' 
And that really bothered me I thought. "Well do \ do that 7 '' I 
guess because I immediatelv felt guiltv like I probably do do that 
And I would go back and forth, there would be some days 
*hen. 1 can remember a couple of dass when 1 just made all the 
women talk [laughs], but then I realized that with the papers that 
female students seemed to be writing better papers this year, and 
th.it mas be I was uoing something- -this was in the afternoon 
vlass though -1 mean you necer know what causes what. but. but 
I wondered it maybe I was acting on that somehow, that I was 
getting these better (maudib)e) from the female students I went 
ott on a different tangent, didn't P 

Now, with the perfect' vision of hindsight, I can see where this 
tangent is leading Meredith Within months she will decide to leave 
the graduate program in Knghsh, in search of a life, a career more 
compatible with her "worldview" Still. 1 don't think this move away 
from our program is 4 i move backward for Meredith In fact, I tend to 
see her new mentoring interest in her women students as a "tangent" 
onk in the sense that all her most products e moves as a teacher have 
been tangential"— that is. diverging from an original purpose or 
lourse In her case, the "original course" might have been the tradi- 
tional writing course, with its emphasis on grammar and form Or it 
might have been the original course of her teaching career, in which 
the leiture was her predominant teaching mode In each of these 
instant es, to see herself as a teacher, Meredith first had to dissociate 
herself from one image teacher as grammarian, teacher as lec turer, 
teachet as male- before she could construct another that felt compat- 
ible with her world\iew I he tact that she eventually chose not to 
pursue this construction project probably sa\s less about her as a 
leather than it may about the rest of us ft." what extent have we 
compromised our world\ tews, 1 wonder, to see ourselves as teachers 1 
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More Conflicting Images 

Although Meredith herself seems reluctant to define herself as teacher. 
Keith sees in her the tea, her he would like to be Or at least part of that 
teacher Actually, Keith, like Peter, seems to hold in his mind several 
different images or the teacher, and these images are not always easy 
to reconcile 

The teacher that Keith admires in Meredith is the "sott-spoken 
presence" he comments on in the conversation quoted above. For him, 
this presence is definitely female, and in that respect it is harder to 
access than another image that he sees embodied- literally- in his 
favorite teacher from undergraduate school Kosco Thorp In the re- 
flective essay he wrote for last year's teaching seminar, Keith de- 
si nbed Thorp's powerful presence this way 

[r ,/mu teacher ever commanded the reject of student* Iwau^e of 
phy.ual present alone, it was Ro^o We was a hu& man But the 
magnitude of hi* phys ti al presence wa^ not Iwd only on sheer <ize and 
bulk Vterall many men are bis; But K.>su> hms beyond F very ttn h 
W the nun exuded <trm*th and tenacity And he quite >unply h\M 
mean Ro^o about o'V ami weighed an even MM pound* His 
u wa> surprise sin, e he luid lost a /*\ during World War U But 
even with one h\ he was more of a man phu-u ally thin most men who 
had ttiv /.y* "tears of uwm* end, he** lud thickened his furry anris to the 
of .i norma! man s leos Hi* hands Med like hu^e uilloused paw> 
R^io> bald head »tood out m contract to his thick, let black beard. 
or. by a tnc n\uc silver luitrs Park eye* gleamed out of his i rn^yv. 
v.m"/::iv '*e Mm a- a whole his demeanor was one that prompted 
tnen to x vf out *>! h(> way lie was the only man ive nrr seen who 
. suht ,< alk through a densely « m.cdcd bar as tt no one were there, a path 
uould open tor him as it mmu uhmdu lie moved through irowds tike 
\!,>v- i»,v.-vi/ thr^u^it the Red s ViJ 

Ho^ o s method on the W dau < onsisted of lumbering slotvlu into the 
,h*sr t vm on his mutches sittm* down on the desk at the front of the 
and sdently ^ tinning the intimidated After a few minutes he 
v,-,/J M>rf snort and only then would hebeyn to. all roll in his deep 
remnant vu e shortly into the « lass peruxi he would beyn to talk abut 
\mefuan literature and uvuld usually read a frw of hs faivnte poems 
//,. uvuld twinkle and a smile would rephue his usual scowl as he 
dnwuih ally }*x>med out l art >andhur^ or I tmh nnhn^m m his day 
H.s vudmt* were able to <clttnp^ the soft heart under the touoh 
exterior But Me one ever forgot that this was K.ni's.I^s He was the 
hi.. Those who didn t like thi* arrangement were free to drop 

Mthough he mvs hmwlt as no match tor Rosco ph\sicati\. Keith 
.omestlovT to fitting this image that most of us would At V 10" and 
2N» pounds, with the build of a veteran bodybuilder, Keith knows he 
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has a commanding presence in the classroom And, as Meredith sug- 
gests, he is willing to use it to his advantage when he has to. But he has 
also been aware, even from the beginning, that his physical presence 
can be a disadvantage. For one thing, it suggests a "tough guy" image 
that just doesn't suit his style In the story he tells of his first day of 
teaching -the story from which the above passage is quoted— Keith 
reveals what happens when his attempt to imitate his hero, Rosco 
Thorp, falls through. 

t very tiling urn uvrktng Honked tough I sounded tough And then 
/ hyurt to explain my philosophy of teaching, stn h as tt was As I talked 
ai\wt the uxnkshop concept and the importance of reason. / began to 
look Josely at my students face*, for the first time in their faces t saw 
the hues of friend* and people I kneiv A few of the guy* in the class 
reminded me of some of the high * /uv/ student*, thai I Itad coached m 
lifting ovet the years They looked like such a nae bunch of people I 
wanted v> muih to just sit and cliat and get to knoiv them, but wltat 
about being tou^h 1 The iharade uws becoming harder and harder to 
maintain And then something slipped through the veil "Don t think of 
me u> a teaiher. " / said Think of me us a aiach-u writing coach " 

I hat did tt More I luid any idea wfiat I was doing, I undid roery- 
tiling I ixad narked so luird to a^ompltsh with the big first impression I 
tonltnued rambling on, talking about how I tared deeply about the 
ynytrss of each and every student. al\mt how they tould all feel free to 
< ail me at home at anytime, about hoxc I hoped we could all get to know 
eai h other and have a <fi\\i time m . lass during the semester My Cod' I 
was h'tn^ nice I was ban^ - myself. 

What is interesting about the story Keith tells here is how neatly it's 
all tied up As the class goes on, one of the students addresses him as 
\tvuh' and he hkt-s the sound 

C oai h ' Ko student would have ever tailed Rosio Thorp u w t /i f / was 
Jm k ^ ' disappointed Put then I realized lluit I liked the sound of 
tluil title uw, h And the students liked the sound of it /<*>, as many of 
them auh kly be<can j/mnc the title when addressing me 

When I finally di^ni-cd my i / t /ss on that ftrst dau. I felt Whit 
-cemed at first like a failure uws really no failure at all I had made the 
mistake ot believing tluit I had to build some sort ofilassnxmi persona to 
hide behind and I luid rtukieled this persona on Roxo Thorp, a pers^m 
. >>ry „ Uh h di^erent from the real me I dinovered tliat I didn't have a 
ita^rivm full of stherntng. de-tyung students who were out to usurp 
mu authority and make me Iwk like a fwl My students were real people 
with real problems, mil feelings, and real fears Mo>t of them were 
probably as nensnts about that first day of Ln^ltsh 101 as I was More 
\mvortantly I wa* reminded of vmW/tmv ' should have been well aware 
ot 1 1 an t wear a hat that didn't fit In other wordy if I can't be me in 
the i la^room then I m i heating both myself and my students In spite of 
all my effort, to be someone I was not I <*ttll managed io be myself I stiil 
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managed to show my studrnt the genuine Keith Williams on that first 
day We went on to hair a fun winter Yse $ol to know «u h other i>ery 
nvM 1 nvn $ot some calls from student* at odd hour* of the m$ht I 
uvuldn't hair had it any other uwy Most importantly, they became 
better waters and I became a better teacher, all because my real self was 
able to shme through 

Rosco Thorp was a vital influence on my life He is al>o a $ood friend 
Without his tutelage. I ttvuld probably have never considered a career m 
teaching But I discovered on that first day that I tan't walk forever m 
his shadow, always following m his footsteps Rosea is Rosa) and I am 
Mr And We is all I ever haiY to be 

Rereading Keith's essav a full year later, 1 note with interest the 
essontialist concept of self in this narrative— "the genuine Keith Wil- 
' hams." "my real self/' "the real me." But by the time I become aware 
of that language, Keith himself has already moved away from it He is 
also moving away from the image of teacher as coach that he had 
sei/ed on back then. One way to see the change m his thinking is to 
look at his metaphor of the hat. In the narrative, the lesson is simple 
"I ca n*t wear a hat that doesn't fit " By the following fall, however, the 
matter of the hats has become a little more complex. Referring to a 
student en one of his classes, whom he has had to speak to rather 
sharp! v. Keith observes 

She |ust needed somebody to put their foot down once, which 1 
did and she respected that but 1 didn't like having to do it. 1 didn t 
think it was something 1 should have to do. 1 guess 1 realize if 
voure gonna he a teacher now and then you're gonna have to put 
on a different hat and be nasty, but I didn't like having to do it 1 
tell. \ low dare you ask me to put this hat on v ' But it was all right 
atter that 

While before Keith seemed to be looking for an all-purpose hat to wear 
dav and night, he's now acquiring a wardrobe of hats he can slip on 
and off as needed The coach's hat is one of these, but it's clearly not 
appropriate for all occasions 



The Coaching Model 

It was m the beginning that the coaching hat was most appropriate I 
Keith Then, he savs "I knew nothing and I wanted some sort 
model or guide I 'could follow and that's the only one 1 had a 
experience with " The coaching model, which Keith sees as basica 
"a wav of dealing with students" seemed perfect 
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because the coach is somebody who, I mean, when I wrestled I still 
sometimes wonder what tt was that kept me at it in the beginning, 
because I didn't like it, tt was hard work and the coach always 
keeps vou motivated somehow to show up, practice, and put 
e\er\ thing you've got into it while you're then? And sometimes I 
think that's all a writing teacher can do at times, if vou assume 
that the best wav to become a better writer is first of all to write 

In addition to the motivating factor, the coach has other strengths as 
well When I ask if there are "techniques" that the coach taught him 
too, Keith responds, 

Yeah Yeah. And \ always— and there is one person who I always, 
when I think of a coach I think of h,m And the teaching was 
minimal We d be taught a very little, and then we would practice 
it over and over and over again I don't know to what extent I 
follow tt When I do show, teach a technique, tt di>esn't seem so 
much I'm teaching it but I'm showing it, as an example of what 
thev can do, or what you, or "here's something vou can try to liven 
up your writing a little bit." i had a teat her m [undergraduate 
school) who did that, and she used that Baker textbook, and look- 
ing at it now, it's a rather traditional textbook, but she would sort 
of, she would point out ways to make our, use more complex 
sentences, and it didn't seem like she was up there lecturing on 
grammar rules It was like she was showing us something she 
wanted us to try. just to give it a try to see how we liked it And J 
learned a lot from that, but I don't think I learned because she was 
teaching me but because she showed it to me man interesting wav 
and then 1 started practicing. 

Interesting here is the distinction Keith draws between "teaching" and 
showing " I tke the distinction between showing and telling that we 
are all familiar with, this is clearly a distinction that privileges the 
showing By implication, it reduces teaching to "lecturing on grammar 
rules something that should clearly be kept to a minimum 

lor me, to be a coach is to be someone who gives a little bit of 
teaching but a lot of support It's brief intense periods where 
vou're teaching things, but the rest of the time vou 're pushing the 
student out onto the vs restling mat or the field 01 whate\ er to take 
what he or she has learned and put it into practice, and then 
torrecting where nevess.irv 

At the same time he finds the coaching metaphor attractive, though, 
Keith comedos that it has its limitations For one thing, thinking of 
himself as "more of a friend, a coach, than a teacher" has made it 
difficult when the time comes to give low grades. And for another, the 
coaching model doesn't fit every class equally well. I he "Business and 
Technical Writing" class he's teaching this semester "requires more 
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teaching than Comp I," he says, by which he seems to mean that it 
requires "taking some material and presenting it to the class." 

Another limitation of the coaching model is other people's reactions 
to it. Keith knows that not everyone has such a positive view ot 
coaches as he does Some of Keith's students—especially the women- 
seem to bristle when he uses sports metaphors, and one of his fellow 
male lAs "doesn't like it at all." Keith understands these reactions. 
"Some people might have a negative view of what a coach is," he says, 
"and others might teel excluded because they have no familiarity with 
loaches " 1 he notion that he himself might have some of these same 
negative reaction* is not one that occurs to Keith, though it does occur 
to me as 1 read our transcripts and especially as 1 listen to him talk 
with Meredith 

Mv fust sense that there is more communicated in the coaching 
metaphor than Keith himself is aware of occurs in one of our earlier 
conversations, the one m which Keith remarks on the difficulty of 
giving low grades while acting as "a friend, a coach " Fncouraging him 
to pursue his analogy 1 ask if there is anything coaches do that is 
equivalent to giving low grades, and he tells me about a time he got 
suspended from a wrestling tournament because he lost his temper 
when he allowed himself to be pinned by an opponent who was in 
better shape When I suggest that this sounds more like a disciplinary 
measure than an actual grading situation, he agrees 

Vah. that's true It seems like a uKuh more, the bad grades come 
out in verbal fashion \ou just -1 don't remember many coaches 
l\e hod or I've seen, who compliment as much as they criticize 
Vm build up tor a big event of some kind and all vou hear is 
negative stutt about how badlv vou've been practicing, and how 
vou better get \our mind on what vou're doing, and things that 
make vou - but in a wav thut it's not so negative that vou give up. 
vou work harder Ihen alter the event you hear all these positive 
things how 'You worked reallv hard for this," and I'm proud of 
vou" and all that 

Although Keith apparently sees nothing negative in his charac- 
terization ot the coach here, I sense a certain poignancy in his voice 
when he admits. "1 don't remember many coaches I've had or I've 
seen, who compliment as much as they cntici/e " If this is indeed the 
case, then it's easy to see why not everyone would feet positive about 
the ( oachmg model, and whv Keith himself might feel some unac- 
knowledged dissatisfaction with it 

It is not until the conversations with Meredith, however, that Keith 
begins to explore that dissatisfaction Or perhaps this is the wrong 
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language. For Keith doesn't so much express dissatisfaction with the 
coaching model as express interest in others, just as he still dons the 
Rosco Thorp hat for those occasions when he needs to "put his foot 
down" with certain students, he's still fairly comfortable wearing the 
coach's hat. He just senses a need to add others to his wardrobe. 

Teaching as a Man 

I've already mentioned the occasion on which Keith and Meredith 
began their conversation about gender roles and teaching. It was one 
of those happy accidents that generate food for thought on all sides. 
For Keith, though, these conversations seemed to hold special import. 
It was he who suggested that we all meet together and continue the 
conversation over the following two weeks. And it was he who would 
say, at the end of the semester. 

1 rnioyed the interviews especially with Meredith because it was 
like point/counterpomt sometimes. We seemed to understand 
each other, but it's almost like a mutual admiration We admire in 
each other the things we don't see in ourselves. 

What Keith seems to see in Meredith, and in certain women teachers 
he has had, is a nurturing persona— not a mothering one, he is quick 
to say—but 

a teacher that, tt you don't feel like participating, if you're intimi- 
dated by other students as I often was when 1 was a kid. you get 
a teacher who somehow, it * not exactly a mothenng instinct, but 
!UM such a nice gentle way of drawing you out and making you 
feel sei ure at the same time i could never do that 

In addition to having the "soft-spoken presence" he has mentioned 
earlier, such teachers are quiet" and "nonthreatening." In their class- 
rooms he could "reel comfortable" and "express myself without 
worry " 

lo Meredith, this characterization comes as a bit of a surprise. She 
is not sure she sees herself as a "nonthreatening" teacher, and though 
her goal is certainly to get the students to "express themselves without 
worrv," she is often frustrated in her pursuit of that goal Although she 
is clearly pleased that Keith sees her so positively, she suspects that he 
may not understand the disadvantages that go along with that soft- 
spoken presence And perhaps he doesn't 

I hough he begins bv setting this whole discussion in the context of 
gender. Keith keeps slipping during the conversation into talking 
about personality At one point, Meredith catches him up on that: 
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1 ibiy Well Keith, you suggested this mutual meeting so what 
have you been thinking about 7 

Keith I have just been thinking about how your perspective (to 
MeredithJ, 1 mean you said that 1 should take advantage ot the 
fact that— [Meredith "Oh. yeah ") I would think I interpret 
what you're saving, that \ou think I can probably intimidate a 
lot ot students 

Meredith Well vou have an advantage going in because they will 
automatualK pav attention to you, you don't have to prove, 
there's something that vou don't have to prove that I have to 
spend a lot of time proving, it seems to me, before 1 can get to 
the next point, or something like that Doe* that make seru>e> 

Kenh Well, see, 1 think that vou see advantages in my personality. 
1 see ad\ antagcs tn vours. and I don't think either of us appre- 
ciate totally the [Meredith I'm not talking about personality "|, 
1 mean what we see as weakness 

Meredith I'm just talking about your physical size and the fart that 
\ ou re male 

A bit Liter Keith makes clear why he doesn't see this as entirely a 
gender issue 

Well, some - there an* some teachers I've had. female teachers 
who seem to me like the\ re probably quiet people but maybe 
were trving to assert themselves so much that thev came across as 
threatening, in 3 way 
In Keith s view, it is not gender but personality that is at issue Fven 
women teachers can be so assertive that they intimidate students And 
men well, men can be sort-spoken presences, too, can't they 7 

In iact, Keith's experience suggests that be may have less control 
on er the image he projects than he thinks At one point, talking about 
the wa\ he's perceived bv others, he acknowledges this himself 

Keith A tew weeks ago a tnend ot mine who is really knowledge 
able about psvvhblogv and all that stutf described me as asser 
u\e (laughs] I thought 1 was lotalh the opposite of avsertive, 
beiause 1 don't like assertive pei>ple Assertive means push\ 

Meredith Well that's, yeah, that is assertive 

Knth so I ha\ e perceptions ot mvselt. 1 don't see invself as others 
m e me 

Still. Keith is reluctant to see the larger implications of what he's 
sav ing here 1 he notion that he still sees differences in terms of person- 
aht\ rather than gender is evident in a comment he makes at the end 
ot the semester l ooking back on the interviews with Meredith which 
he has found so products e, he savs 
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Bov, she and I seem to be on opposite sides of the fence as far as 
our. our approach I mean, because of our personalities. 

But he's intrigued by the whole issue, and as he struggles awkwardly 
to explain it to me at the end of the semester, it's apparent that he's at 
• least willing to consider that it might be more complex than he's so far 
acknowledged 

One interesting thing that I'd like to talk to Meredith more 
about— maybe we amid do something with the writing aspect— is 
there are several times we talked about the role gender plays in 
(he dassnnim as far as your persona and power in the classroom, 
and 1 wonder if that s— 'cause she really sees it as something that's 
a real problem and I. I've always seen it as something— When 
she's trying to, she would like to be in mv position, to—! don't 
know, not necessarily to be male— the advantages of being, of my 
presence as opposed to hers, whereas I see advantages to her 
presence And I wonder if there are some inescapable things in- 
volved with gender and teaching, or if there are ways to, if it's, the 
problems are in ourselves or if they're actually deep-rooted in 
society to such an extent that in the classroom there is this real 
structure that at this point there's not much you can do about To 
w hat. I fn sure it's in the classroom, but to what extent is it (tape 
runs out and he continues to talk as it's turned over] or the extent 
to \% htch we feel it a problem ourselves, as a teacher, which, which 
is the one we have to work out first I would think how we see it 
in ourselves but on the other hand, maybe even if somehow we 
came to terms with it in such a way that we were comfortable with 
it. it still isn't gonna work in the classroom —who knows 7 

Although Keith's thinking isn't easy to untangle here, its tangled na- 
ture suggests the complexity ot the issue he is considering Is gender, 
in tact, 'inescapable" 7 Are the problems it sometimes raises in the 
classroom in ourselves," or are thev "actually deep-rooted in soci- 
ety " , 

At this point, Keith is inclined to believe the problems arc in our- 
selves, or rather, in our perceptions As he says a moment later 

So ma\ be it is just a situation where it's what we perceive or think 
we perceive, or what we teel inside as a teacher 'Cause you're 
never gonna make every student comfortable in the classrmm, 
but the teat her of all people should be comfortable if anyone is 
'Cause I sometimes wonder if some of these concerns make it 
difficult for Meredith to perform in the classroom the way she 
wants to, and to do the kind of job she has in mind of doing in the 
classroom I wonder it these really do get in the way of this, to any 
great extent 
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As I l^ten to Keith speak, I wonder to what extent his perceptions 
are shaped by his own gendered experience. As a gay male, he is 
certainly sensitive to the "deep-rooted" attitudes about gender that 
shape our relationships both in and out of the classroom. When he 
resists Meredith's tendency to see the role of teacher as "inescapably" 
shaped by gender, is it perhaps just Meredith's two-gender construct 
that he resists^ When Keith himself encounters this question, reading 
an early draft of the manuscript I am preparing, he is intrigued by its 
implications. Over the past few months, he has noticed that his "think- 
ing about being a teacher" has developed in interesting ways. More 
and more he finds himself thinking about "how much of myself is 
hidden from my students, and what a fine line I walk " 

Conclusion 

As I watch those TAs go through the process of becoming teacher*, 
negotiating their identities among what Deborah Bnt/man (1^1) has 
called "a cacophany of past practices, lived experiences, cultural 
mvths, and normative discourses" (W). I reflect on the question I 
began with What is it we share, those of us who an* reluctant to see 
ourselves as teachers 7 W r ith these* TAs, I reali/e. it's more than lack of 
confidence— it's also ambivalence They're not sure they want to be 
teachers, given the way our culture sometimes defines that role Teach- 
ers are lecturers, disciplinarians, grammarians, authority figures. I hey 
would rather be tnends. foster parents, coaches, priests, or thera- 
pists all roles that they see more positively than the teacher role, all 
roles that thev can see themselves performing in some way. 

1 van understand their ambivalence In mv own case, reluctance to 
see mvsell as a teacher seems tied to a similar dissatisfaction with the 
role ot teacher as disseminator of information For years 1 have attrib- 
uted this ambivalence to a personal failure Somehow, I could never 
retain information long enough to pass it on to my students. Whenever 
I found mvseU in the lecturer mode, presenting background informa- 
tion on the F.nglish Romantic movement or distinguishing between 
expressivist and epistemic approaches to teaching writing. I would 
close the classroom door, afraid some colleague would walk by and 
hear what a fraud I was But listening to my TAs talk about their 
teaching has given me another way of thinking about this ambiva- 
lence Maybe it wasn't my colleague in the hall whose judgment 1 
feared, but my own Mavb^ I did know enough to be a teacher I just 
didn't know what i knew 
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Now, having acknowledged my ambivalence, I am better able to 
deal with it I can imagine new teaching roles for myself— roles that are 
more consistent both with who I am and with what I believe about 
reaching Some would say, perhaps that mv ability to take this per- 
spective is a function of age and experience — that I have time now to 
reflect, and a wide range of teaching experience to reflect upon But 
that's not the whole storv For the fact is, I have learned an enormous 
amount simply bv talking with these young TAs Listening to them, I 
have learned to listen to the voices within me Watching them grow 
into their roles. I have learned to see myself as a teacher 




Interchapter: 

Seeing Myself as a Researcher 



When I began this project. I wasn't sure what I was doing. At one 
point, writing a grant application and casting about fo. a way of 
describing the "specific objectives" of my research- 1 wrote: 

The -ludv <eeks <«J describe and analvze the experiences office graduate 
teachmt a-<-»tanh m a college composition program Ih purpose * to 
vain »i-><ht into the way* the* teacher* construct then knowledge of 
their discipline dan-lop their teaming skills, and negotiate the formation 
of their professional identities- 
There is something awful about the sound of that paragraph In a sense 
this A*, been the object of my study, and yet these aren't the purposes 
I began with. These are purposes 1 constructed later, to satisfy those 
who give research grants and put together conference programs My 
project began in another place entirely, read.ng with fascination these 
IAs journals, wanting to sit back and read and listen more 

As the Project evolved, 1 did develop general questions. What is it 
hke to teach writing as a new TA? What is on new teachers' minds 
How do thev integrate who thev are with what they do as teachers 
How can we make it easier for them' 1 low can we help them become 
their best teaching selves' And all the time, in the background, another 
set of questions What can I learn about myself from listening to these 
new teachers 1 What can all of us learn about ourselves' 1 



One late afternoon m lanuary. I am at Honda State University, sitting 
in on Wendy Bishop's graduate research seminar This is another of my 
leave projects visiting writing programs at other campuses around the 
country, looking tor ideas we can use in our program 

1 he graduate students are engaged m a collaborative study of first- 
year creative writing -hsses and are reporting on ethnographic re- 
search in progress After one report, someone observes that the 
student, in creative writing classes seem to identify as writers more 
read.K than do students in regular composition classes. They talk 
about why this might be so. and 1 otter an observation from my 
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interview project. It surprised me. I say. that the TAs I talked with seem 
so reluctant to think of themselves as teachers. At first I thought it was 
lust lack of confidence; then I realized that it's also ambivalence 
they're not sure they want to be teachers given the way our culture 
sometimes defines that role 

And then suddenly I am saying something more It's like me with 
research, I tell them. It's a word I almost never use Though I am 
clearly engaged in two research projects, I don't think of myself as 
researc her And though part of that may be due to lack of confidence— 
a lark I can't really attribute to being new to the role— I think another 
part may be due to a similar ambivalence— an ambivalence about 
what it means to be a researcher in our academic culture. 

As I think about what I've said later— what I've confessed to this 
roomful of strangers-I fmd that I've stumbled onto some-thing I do 
res,st the mle of researcher, and I'm not sure why But it does seem 
connected somehow to the image of researcher I carry around in mv 
head What is that image ! carry, and where does it come from 7 



When m> sabbatical leave officially began last summer, one of the first 
ritual tasks I undertook was to clear out m V office in the English 
department and move to a private study— a narrow, windowless office 
on the fourth floor of our university library That a researcher was one 
who "holed up" in libraries was an unquestioned assumption for me, 
though once I ^ot there, I didn't quite know what to do. Clearly, there 
was plenty to read on the subjects [ was interested in—ethnographic 
research, pedagogical theory, case studies of new teachers at all levels 
of education-and vet I wasn't real ,y excited about doing this reading 
After a few desultory swings thmugh the on-line catalogue and the 
CCCC bibliography dutifully noting relevant citations on the little 
slips of paper provided at the computer stations, 1 found myself 
spending less and less time in the library The texts i most wanted to 
read were not there 

As the vear went on, I did find myself going back to the library from 
time to time, following up on a colleague s casual reference, tracking 
down a book I had seen advertised But mv reading seemed far too 
unsystematic to quality as "research " I have long pages of notes on 
I >ona!d Schon, for instance, but far fewer on Wendy Bishop and I Vbo- 
rah Brit/nun. whose case studies of teachers may have influenced me 
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more I have no notes at all on Peter Elbow's What /> Engh*h (1V90), 
which inspired the notion of "interchapters" in this book, nor on Lad 
Tobm's Writing Relationships which I read in manuscript and 

which not only confirmed my ideas but helped me find my voice. Even 
as I write the section you are reading, 1 am aware of all I might have 
read tor this project but didn't, the feminist theory a colleague saw as 
essential to certain sections, the research on teacher socialization I 
learned about serendipitouslv from a colleague in another field. And 
vet 

And yet if I had it to do all over again, 1 doubt that I would do it 
ser\ ddterentlv Sometimes, we just have to make our own choices, 
construct our own professional identities as we go along It's true that 
i ve had to squint a bit to see mvselt as researcher but little by little, 
the image is becoming clearer 



Afterword 



Fall, Again 

The new I A group gathers as usual tor the 3pm Monday practicunv 
Six women and tour men this time, their ages scattered evenly along a 
continuum trom twenty-two to forty-hve Despite the different ages, 
though— not to mention different temperaments and backgrounds - 
this group seems to have "clicked" from the beginning. Even now, as 
a liveh discussion of portfolio grading grows louder and more com- 
bative, they interact like a big exuberant family around the dinner 
table- a far cry from the "dysfunctional family" my fi\ e interviewees 
came in v\ ith 

More than once this semester I have thought If they had all been 
hke this. 1 would never have started this project And that's true I he 
dissonance I felt in last year's TA group prompted this project - -but 
what I've learned in the process isn't just about those TAs. It's about 
all new teachers, maybe about teaching in general 



In the beginning, I would recite the ethnographers' mantra "Trust 
\our data.' I would tell myselt "The meanings will emerge" Of 
mtirse. I knew the meanings weren't simply lurking there, waiting to 
be discovered I hev "emerged" as themes of my research only because 
I wrestled them forth, constructing and reconstructing them continu- 
allv as I talked with the TAs, listening to our tape-recorded conversa- 
tions, reading and rereading our transcripts 

When the theme ot "taking it personally" emerged, 1 tried to hold it 
baik It wasn't, I thought at the time, really central to mv purpose; it 
had little to do with teaching writing per * And yet it kept coming 
back, in all our conversations, threading in .and out ot other topic-, 
demanding mv attention taking it personally, caring too much for 
students, being angry and frustrated, feeling excitement and pride 
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Finally, f turned and faced it. What the TAh were telling me was that 
teaching writing is a personal act It engages the emotions, not just the 
intellect, and involves human interactions that cannot be separated 
from the other acts we perform as teachers of writing: constructing 
svllabi. planning classes, reading texts and responding to papers. In 
one sense, of course, this is obvious— which may be why I ignored it 
so long But the tact is, we rarelv talk about the personal aspects of 
teaching Or it we do. we tend to talk behind closed doors, unloading 
our frustrations on colleagues, exulting over triumphs with friends 
and partners, admitting our tears and insecurities in private journals. 

To some extent, these habits may be changing As the field we call 
"l.nglish" broadens to include areas of inquiry like feminist theory and 
cultural studies, writers in academic journals and speakers at profes- 
sional conferences are deconstructing the personal /professional di- 
chotomy, and using teaching as the site of their explorations I think 
particularly ot essays I have read recently, by Nancy Miller and Jane 
Tompkins in literary theory, Lad Iobin and Nancy Sommers in compo- 
sition I hough quite different from each other, these writers share a 
common agenda exposing the hidden connections between who we 
are as people and how and what we profess to teach Such an agenda, 
or course, has prompted reactions Irom critics who see it as "self-indul- 
gent." "theoretically naive," even "dangerous " And indeed it can be 
dangerous to talk openly about personal issues in teaching — or if not 
dang erous, then certainly awkward and difficult But so be it If our 
first attempts seem awkward, as they sometimes are, we must grow 
more sophisticated Wo must find ways to read our own teaching, our 
relationships with students and peers, as carefully and as subtly as we 
read the other texts we are used to studying 



If I resisted the theme of 'taking it personally" in the transcripts, the 
I As themselves resisted theory, or so it seemed from our initial conver- 
sations In their journals last spring, I had caught a brief glimpse of 
issues that interested them the relative value of personal, creative, and 
academic writing, the virtues of freedom vs. structure in the class- 
room, the complex nature ot pedagogical power and authority I knew 
these ideas were still important to the TAs I could sense their pres- 
ence in the background ot our conversations Vet when we talked, they 
rarely raised such subjects on their own, and even when I brought 
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thern up. they wmcd reluctant to pursue them. At first I didn't under- 
stand the nature of this resistance. But then it occurred to me that I may 
have helped create it. In the seminar we had called "theory" only those 
ideas expounded in our readings The ideas the TAs held, the assump- 
tions and values they brought to their teaching, were always secon- 
dary, always rev/H»H>«N to theory, not theoretical in their own right. It 
was only natural then, that the TAs would think of theory as some- 
thing alien to them, something to study in graduate courses, some- 
thing, in manv cases, to resist 

This year, as 1 returned to my work with the new TAs I determined 
to change the way we talked about theory Before the TAs even arrived 
on campus I sent out letters, asked them to think about "What it 
means to teach writing " Although the questions I gave them didn't 
use the word "theory," they did raise theoretical issues. What are we 
doing when we teach "writing" in college 1 Where does writing ability 
come from 7 Is teaching writing the same as teaching literature 7 Psy- 
chology 7 Calculus 7 What does the writing teacher need to know and 
understand 1 What should be going on in a writing classroom 7 What 
should students be doing 7 What role should teachers play 7 What does 
it mean to "grade papers" 7 What kinds of teacher responses to writing 
are most helpful to students 7 What can we learn by thinking about our 
own school experiences 7 About teaching and learning apart from the 

context of school 7 

When the I As arrived on campus thev were primed for discus- 
sion -discuss to as into which I would occasionally intenect the term 
theory" or "theoretical thinking " In the fall practicum. for example, 
when two I As argued about the value of a teaching practice, I would 
often let them go for a while, then stop them and pose a question 
What theories underlie the positions you're taking here 7 At what 
points are the-e theories in conflict 7 After class, the TAs wrote re- 
sponses to our discussions, reflected in greater tranquility on the ideas 
they heard their peers expounding At the end of the semester, 1 asked 
them to cempile teaching portfolios, and to demonstrate in those port- 
folios their capacity for "theoretical thinking " 

Did mv new approach make a difference for these TAs 7 Did it 
decrease their resistance to reading and hearing about Theory with a 
tapital I > I don't know There are too many variables Still, 1 like the 
kmds of thinking I heard in our discussions, and 1 like the way the TAs 
telt free to "go public" with their ideas In their offices they would 
gather and argue vehemently with each other, in thnr classrooms they 
would explain their teaching philosophies to their students, in their 
teaching portfolios thev would reflect on the philosophies that under- 
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lay their teaching practices For the most part, the TAs still refrained 
from using the word "theoretical" to describe their own thinking. Like 
rne, they seemed much more comfortable with terms like "philosophy 
of teaching " Still. I think they were doing the kind of thinking I had 
honed for, seeing how teaching rs based on theory, and how theory too 
derives from experience and is always in flux. In the end, perhaps it 
dtvesn't matter whether my prompting empowered the TAs' think- 
ing— or whether it }ust empowered me to hear the thinking they had 
been doing all along If, as Sara Light foot says. "Good teachers regard 
themselves as thinkers, existing in a world of ideas/' then I believe 
these new TAs are well on their way to becoming good teachers. 



What surprised me more than the TAs' resistance to theory was their 
resistance to the role of the teacher Despite my own struggles to see 
mvselt as a teacher. I had never understood the extent to which that 
role frustrates and confounds us. Mv own struggles, I had always 
assumed, were due to personal inadequacy, a problem deep within me 
Through the TAs. I began to see my resistance differently, to under- 
stand it as part of a larger phenomenon, part of the culture o! teaching 

Recently, at the urging of a colleague, 1 wrote an article for a campus 
newsletter on this subject of seeing yourself as a teacher In the article 
I talked about the imposter syndrome, and the difficulty some of us 
have negotiating our identities as teachers. Although I suspected that 
others would identify with what I was saying, I was still surprised at 
the number ot responses I got One note came from a colleague new to 
our vampus "Thanks tor sharing your insights on teaching." she 
wrote I was just getting over feeling like an impostor at my last 
school Now here I am. making it up as I go again 1 he scary thing is 
how believable my colleagues find me" A little later, at our ortice 
C hristmas party, a male pn>fessor of religious studies with a quiet, 
self-assured manner confided. "You're right Male teachers feel like 
impostors, too I do. every time 1 walk into the classroom " In one 
sense, I find myself comforted by these admissions, pleased to have 
mv ideas and reflections validated by others. But how sad it is thai 
even committed veteran teachers can't fully inhabit their roles' 

What would happen, 1 wonder, if we all came out of the closet, if we 
admitted our frustrations with the roles we play as writing teachers 
and threw our energies into imagining more attractive alternatives^ 
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Would we find, as some of these new teachers did, generative meta- 
phors to sustain us 1 I admit I cannot quite imagine myself as a coach 
or a priest or a stepparent But there may be potential in another role 
I've been practicing of late What ethnography requires of the re* 
searcher, it teaches the teacher as well: to suspend judgment, interpret 
generously, allow meaning to emerge. More than anything, though, it 
teaehes us to sit back and listen- to hear ourselves in others, and to 
hear the Others within us. 
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Seeing Yourself as a Teacher 



( Conversations with Five New 'teachers 
in a University NX'ritmg Program 

Elizabeth Rankin 



What is it hke to teach writing? How do new teachers of 
composition conceive their roles? With these and other 
questions ,n mind. Elizabeth Rankin began a series of weekly 
conversations with five second-year teachers in a university 
writing program. In Seeing Yourself as a Teacher. Rankin invites 
us to h .ten as the new teachers talk about everything from their 
relationsh ip s with students to their pedagogical theories to their 
ideas about their roles as writing teachere. She also invites us to 
reflect, as she does, on some of the questions that emerge tram 
d^ese conversations: How do we integrate the personal and 
professional in our lives? \X ny do some teachers resist the whole 
.onccpt of theory- How do the teachers we've known influence 
the teachers we will be? Why do some people sniggle more rian 
others to see themselves as teachers? Rankin's reflections on these 
and other pressing questions suggest that these issues have 
meaning not just for new teachers, but for veteran writing 
teachers, scholars, and administrators as well. 
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